The historicity of the resurrection by Gouws, Vasti
COPYRIGHT AND CITATION CONSIDERATIONS FOR THIS THESIS/ DISSERTATION 
o Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if
changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that
suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.
o NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes.
o ShareAlike — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your
contributions under the same license as the original.
How to cite this thesis 
Surname, Initial(s). (2012). Title of the thesis or dissertation (Doctoral Thesis / Master’s 
Dissertation). Johannesburg: University of Johannesburg. Available from: 
http://hdl.handle.net/102000/0002 (Accessed: 22 August 2017).    









































I have always been interested in the historical accuracy of the Bible, especially 
the scenes directly involving Jesus. The stories related to his miraculous birth, 
death and resurrection have left me with more questions than answers. This 
study assisted me in making more sense of these narratives in general, but 
especially of those concerning his burial and resurrection.  
 
I want to thank Prof Hansie Wolmarans, my supervisor. His passion for the 
subject is contagious. Furthermore, his vast knowledge on the New Testament 
and the Classics left me in awe most of the time. Under his mentorship, my 
mind was vastly expanded. He has taught me the value of lucid 
argumentation and articulation. I am eternally grateful for his guidance, 
friendship, and encouragement. A special thanks to Hester Wolmarans for her 
support, and for always being ready with coffee and snacks. 
 
Finally, I want to thank my friends, my siblings and especially my mother who 
had to endure countless conversations about the historicity of the 
resurrection of Jesus. Although we did not always agree, they were still willing 
to engage me in meaningful dialogue. Their views and inputs assisted me to 






The historicity of the resurrection of Jesus is investigated based on texts in 
the New Testament where the resurrection is mentioned, starting with the 
writings of Paul and proceeding to the Gospels. The narrative perspective of 
each author is indicated, as well as the broader socio-religious context of the 
writings. The evidentiary value of the various texts is evaluated. It is found 
to be negligible. It is concluded that Jesus was not raised from the dead.  
 
Except for the various incompatibilities between the accounts, other factors 
show them to be fictional. A commonly held world-vision made provision for 
bodies like that of a resurrected Jesus, and angels interpreting an empty 
tomb for visitors. Early Christians accepted that the Septuagint (the Greek 
translation of the Hebrew Scriptures), dictated by God, contained a blueprint 
for the unfolding of history. The figure of a Messiah (a Christ) was created 
from the selective reading of certain texts. Applied to a crucified Jesus, texts 
like Isaiah 53, Hosea 6:2, and Zechariah 12:10 provided a basis to indicate 
why the Messiah had to suffer, die, then rise again on the third day. Jesus 
as the Christ was also connected to the belief in a general resurrection 
which would happen at his Parousia.  
 
An early creedal formula, that ‘Jesus died, was buried and was raised on the 
third day in accordance with the scriptures’ is the earliest evidence. Paul 
departed from this creed to argue for a general resurrection, and establish 
his own authority. Mark, giving narrative content to this creed, only 
describes an empty tomb, with an angel, and the women as visitors. The rest 
of the Gospels embroider on Mark from various perspectives: to distance 
themselves from the Jews (Matthew, John), to create a basis for a universal 
mission (Luke), to supply a blue-print for services of worship on Sundays 
(Luke, John), to explain the delayed Parousia (Luke, John), to introduce a 
new proto-gnostic theology (John), and to mitigate power struggles in the 
Early Church (John). All texts supply a rationale for services of worship 
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This dissertation aims to examine the question of whether Jesus was bodily 
resurrected from the dead by examining relevant passages in the New 
Testament. The historicity of his resurrection has been a point of contention 
since the first century CE1 and is still being hotly debated. In the Gospel of 
Matthew, written in the late eighties CE2, we find the following remark 
concerning the eleven disciples who reportedly witnessed his ascension into 
heaven (Mt 28:17): ‘When they saw him [Jesus], they worshipped him; but 
some doubted’.3 A few days before Easter of 2018, the Anglican Archbishop 
of Wales, John Davies, cast doubt on the bodily resurrection of Jesus.4  
 
The debate goes back to a renewed interest in historical processes which 
commenced in the 19th century after Darwin published his book, The Origin 
of the Species.5 Scholars like David Friedrich Strauss and Albert Schweitzer 
started a quest to reconstruct the historical Jesus by critically examining the 
sources for his life.6 Even today, broad scholarly consensus on the 
resurrection of Jesus has not been reached. It seems therefore interesting 
and appropriate to re-examine the sources using a responsible and rigorous 
methodology to move towards a probable solution. 
 
 
1 The use of passive voice is because it is not clear as yet whether Jesus woke up or if he 
was resurrected by an agent i.e. God. It is also in accordance with most descriptions in the 
New Testament. 
2 Ehrman 1997: 14. 
3 This is my translation, using the Greek text of Aland et al., 2012. Except where indicated 
differently (like here), all translations are taken from the REB 1999. 
4 Pete 2018.  
5 Darwin 1859. 
6 Strauss 1860; Schweitzer 1910. 
5 
 
The primary sources for the resurrection of Jesus in the New Testament (be 
it descriptions or confessions) are in chronological order7:  
 
a) 1 Thessalonians 4:14 (52 CE);  
b) 1 Corinthians 15:3-8 (55 CE);  
c) Romans 4:25 (late 50 CE);  
d) Philippians 1:15 (62 CE);  
e) Mark 15:40-47; 16:1-8; 8:31; 9:31; 10:32,34 (c. 70 CE);  
f) Matthew 27:55-66; 28:1-20 (late 80 CE);  
g) Luke 23:49-56; 24:1-53 read with Acts 1:1-11 (early 90 CE);  
h) John 19:38-42; 20:1-31; 21:1-25 (late 90 CE). 
 
In comparing the sources, the similarities are that Jesus was buried, that he 
was resurrected, that it happened ‘in accordance with Scriptures’, and that 
he became absent after his resurrection.  
 
There are also significant discrepancies:  
 
a) By whom was Jesus buried? Where was he buried? In what manner 
was he buried (entombment or interment)? Was there an empty tomb? 
If so, what were the accompanying circumstances? What was the 
identity of the persons who found the tomb empty? To whom did these 
witnesses report? Was there an earthquake? How many angels, if any, 
appeared? Were there soldiers who guarded the tomb? 
b) To whom did Jesus appear after his resurrection? In what manner did 
he appear (subjectively, in a vision, or objectively as corporeal)? For 
what period did these appearances continue (one to forty days or 
more)? Was there a specific event at which Jesus ascended into 
heaven or not?  
 
 
7 I follow Ehrman (1997) in dating these sources.  
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In arguing about these similarities and differences, scholars come to 
different conclusions. I will now supply a brief review of the current state of 
research on the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection.  
 
Review of Literature 
 
The secondary literature on this topic is vast. Because this is a study of 
limited scope, I will only refer to some influential and representative 
publications that arrive at different conclusions. 
 
The first group argues that the corpse of Jesus was resuscitated on the third 
day after his death on the cross. Prof. N.T. Wright8 (UK), Prof. E. van Eck9 
(RSA), Drs William Lane Craig10 and Michael R. Licona11 (USA) and Prof. 
David Mishkin12 (Israel) are the most vociferous proponents of this 
viewpoint. They propose the following arguments in favour of the 
resurrection of a corpse: 
 
a) The tradition that the tomb of Jesus was found empty implies a bodily 
resurrection.13 
b) The fact that women were presented as first witnesses of the empty 
tomb implies the veracity of the testimony.14 Women were not 
regarded as trustworthy witnesses. The information is therefore 
authentic because a forger would instead have presented men as 
witnesses.  
c) In one of the earliest testimonies, Paul in 1 Corinthians 15, refers to 
eyewitness accounts of the appearances of the resurrected Jesus. If 
 
8 Wright 2003b. 
9 Van Eck 2004. 
10 Craig 2003. 
11 Licona 2010. 
12 Mishkin 2017. 
13 Copan and Tacelli 2000: 33. 
14 Licona 2010:349. 
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Paul had falsified this information, he would have exposed himself. He 
would also not have had a reason to lie as he was initially a persecutor 
of the early Christians.15 Only the physical resurrection of Jesus can 
explain his conversion.16 
d) All the sources agree that Jesus was buried and imply that it was in a 
tomb.17 
e) Our modern world view should not a priori exclude the unique 
occurrence of an event which contradicts natural law, like the 
resurrection. Therefore, a claim should be tested against the evidence, 
even if it transgresses natural law.18 
f) The prophecies in some writings in the Septuagint19 have been 
accurately fulfilled.20  
g) There are even some Jewish scholars who are persuaded by the facts 
and who support a literal resurrection, although not accepting the 
divinity of Jesus.21 
 
The second group of scholars, located in the middle, argues that it is 
inconsequential to find an answer to the question. German scholars like 




15 Copan and Tacelli 2000: 34. This argument is not historical, as there may be 
psychological reasons for Paul converting to Christianity. 
16 See 1 Corinthians 15: 12-14. 
17 Copan and Tacelli 2000: 33. 
18 Licona 2010: 198; Wright 2003a: 686. 
19 The Holy Scriptures used by the writers of the New Testament are, of course, contained in 
the Septuagint, the Greek translation of what is today called the Old Testament by 
Christians. 
20 See, e.g., Licona 2010; Mishkin 2017; Craig 2003. 
21 Mishkin 2017. Mishkin is a Messianic Jew. 
22 Bultmann 1955. 
23 Conzelmann 1969. 
24 Marxsen 1970. 
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a) It is impossible to ascertain with complete certainty whether the 
resurrection was a historical event.25 
b) Marxsen notes that it is unimportant how Peter arrived at this 
conviction, or how it was communicated to others. The faith of the 
early Christians is the most important issue, not the nature of their 
experiences to arrive at this faith.26 Marxsen emphasises that the 
moral claims of the resurrected and earthly Jesus are the same and 
that these claims are the most important.  
c) Our modern concept of facts is not equivalent to that of the early 
Christians. Therefore, it is meaningless to use this modern concept 
within the context of an ancient belief system.27 
 
I am not taking these arguments seriously, as there is no compelling reason 
for not subjecting the biblical accounts to historical scrutiny.  
 
The third and final group of scholars denies the historicity of the 
resurrection. Scholars like John Dominique Crossan28 (USA), Don Cupitt29 
(UK), John Shelby Spong30 (USA), Gerd Lüdemann31 (FRG), and more 
recently, Bart Ehrman32 (USA), argue that the historical facts do not support 
the thesis that the corpse of Jesus was resuscitated after his death on the 
cross. They base their viewpoints on the following arguments:  
 
a) By definition, the stories of the resurrection are mythical, where a 
myth is defined as a story which contains characters in supernatural 
(fictional) realms, i.e. heaven and the underworld.33 
 
25 Conzelmann 1969: 204. 
26 Marxsen 1970: 126. 
27 Hartlich 1995: 122. 
28 Crossan 1995. 
29 Cupitt 1997. 
30 Spong 1995. 
31 Lüdemann 2004. 
32 Ehrman 1997; 2014. 
33 Harris and Platzner 2012: 16. 
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b) The proposed truth value of myths is generally not situated on the 
level of historical facts, but on the level of figurative interpretation.34  
c) There is no scientific evidence for miracles, defined as events that defy 
natural laws. 35 These include levitation (Jesus’ ascension)36, 
movement through physical objects (Jesus appeared to his disciples 
though all doors were closed)37, and corpses coming to life (Jesus 
himself and the example of Lazarus)38. 
d) The discrepancies between the various sources are so great and 
fundamental that it cannot be historically accurate and cannot be 
harmonised.39 
e) The Roman practice of crucifixion was used as a deterrent for others. 
The crucified were not buried, but corpses were cut down and left for 
the animals. Furthermore, graves were only owned by the rich, and in 
any event, Jesus and his followers lived in Galilee, not Jerusalem, and 
would not have had access to a tomb.40 
 
The works of Ferguson,41 Klauck42 and Hansen43 should also be mentioned, 
as they supply valuable information about worldview, mythology, religion 
and social practices of the first century in the Greco-Roman world, especially 
about the mystery cults where a resurrected god was worshipped. 
 
These three different hypotheses, but especially the first and third, supply 
the necessary rationale to undertake a fresh look at the facts. 
  
 
34 Harris and Platzner 2012: Ch 2. 
35 Ehrman 1997:198. 
36 Acts 1: 9-10. 
37 John 20:19. 
38 John 11: 1- 44. 
39 Spong 1995: 101. 
40 Crossan 1995: 76. 
41 Ferguson 2003: 296. 
42 Klauck 2000. 
43 Hansen 2005. 
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Methodology: The Historical Method 
 
‘What counts is not what sounds plausible, what we would like to believe, 
not what one or two witnesses claim, but only what is supported by hard 
evidence rigorously and sceptically examined. Extraordinary claims require 
extraordinary evidence.’ 
 
Carl Sagan popularised this aphorism in 198044. To solve the problem 
statement in a meaningful way, I am going to follow a historical approach to 
evaluate the historical authenticity of the sources.45 It is expected to reveal 
whether the evidence for the resurrection meets the Sagan standard. 
Sources are identified and dated. Formulaic language is identified which 
may indicate an earlier, unknown source in the text. Their interdependency 
or independence is established. The texts are compared with each other. If 
two independent sources agree, they have historical evidentiary value.46 The 
socio-historical situation of the author and the recipients of the texts are 
reconstructed to establish whether they had a motive to create fictional 
stories.47 I have referred to this in the rest of my research as narrative 
perspective. With regard to the individual documents, one also has to look 
for markers in the text which may indicate the work of a redactor. These 
markers are often internal contradictions or discrepancies.  
 
In line with the historicaly critical approach, I am going to pursue the 
research problem as follows. The sources will be identified and dated. They 
will be analysed in terms of their possible historical strata, making use of 
relevant commentaries.48 The perspective of the author (narrator) will be 
 
44 Sagan 1980. 
45 See Ehrman 1997:192-196 for a discussion of the different criteria used in a historical 
approach.  
46 This means that if two or more people reported a vision of a deceased person, this means 
that they experienced this vision as real; it is no proof of a bodily resurrection. 
47 Soulen 2001: 79.  
48 The text of the 28th revised edition of Aland et al. 2012, will be used.  
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specified, in order to understand why he presented his narrative in a certain 
way. His audience, the genre, and circumstances of writing will be taken into 
account (intra-textual analysis). The sources will be compared with each 
other (inter-textual analysis) with regard to similarities, differences and 
independence.49 The broader socio-historical context will also be 
reconstructed (extra-textual context)50. This includes understanding the 
world view of the first century; the currency of resurrection beliefs in 
Judaism as well as the Graeco-Roman World; the Roman practice of 
crucifixion; burial practices;51 appearances of the deceased to the living; the 
concept of historical determinism52; and Messianic expectations in the first 
century.53 As part of the extra-textual study, current research on the 
phenomenon of people experiencing visions of deceased loved ones will also 
be referenced.54 Based on our current world view and the science of 
psychology, this might shed some light on understanding the phenomenon 
of visions. 
 
This methodological approach gives rise to the following outline of this 
study.  
 
Chapter One: Introduction (this chapter) 
Chapter Two: The Pauline Letters 
Chapter Three: Introduction to the Gospels 
Chapter Four: The Burial in the Gospels 
Chapter Five: The Empty Tomb and Appearances in the Gospels 
Chapter Six: Conclusion 
References  
 
49 The inter-textual aspect would include analysing references to texts in the Septuagint 
regarded as predicting the resurrection of Jesus.  
50 I follow Wolmarans 1992. 
51 Bodel 2000: 128-151. 
52 For the purposes of this study, it refers to the belief that events around Jesus were 
prophesied in the Septuagint, and foretold in the words of Jesus.  
53 Ehrman 1997: 426. 
54 See, for example, Sacks 2012. 
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In this chapter, I will analyse the passages in the Pauline Epistles which 
refer to the death and resurrection of Jesus. There are texts which are 
merely creedal statements (1 Thessalonians 4:14, 1 Corinthians 15:3-4, 
Romans 4:24-25 and Philippians 3:10). Only one text in Paul contains a 
statement about Jesus’ appearances (1 Corinthians 15:5-8). I will analyse 
both the creedal statements as well as the statement about appearances of 
Jesus after his resurrection. My aim is to establish whether there is any 
factual basis whatsoever to regard Jesus’ resurrection as a historical fact. 
The letters containing these statements are all regarded as authentic.55 In 
each instance, I will supply the Greek text and a translation followed by the 
analyses.56  
 
Before analysing the texts, it is necessary to briefly explore Paul’s life and 
theology. Arguably the most famous apostle, he can be considered as one of 
the founders of the Christian church. After his conversion, his aim in life 
was to convert both Jews and Gentiles to Christianity.57 Before his 
conversion, he had been a Pharisee who persecuted Christians. In his letter 
to the Galatians, Paul states that he had been a law-abiding Jew before his 
conversion and had been trying to destroy the church (Gal 1:13). He was 
also an educated man. According to Acts 22:3, he studied under the famous 
pharisaic doctor of law, Gamaliel. In Philippians 3:5 he describes himself as 
a Pharisee from the tribe of Benjamin.  
 
 
55 Ehrman 2000: 79. 
56 I use the Greek text of Aland et al. 2012, and the REB for the translations, except where 
specified differently.  
57 Wright 2003a: 167. 
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As a Pharisee, he almost certainly subscribed to the apocalyptic view that 
God would intervene through a Messiah and save the Jews from their 
oppressors.58 Like the Pharisees, Paul also believed and even expected a 
general resurrection of the dead.59 As a Christian he believed the return of 
Jesus, which he regarded as the Messiah, to happen within his own lifetime.  
 
Paul never met Jesus before his crucifixion. He also has very little knowledge 
of him. Had Paul been our only source for the life of Jesus, we would only 
know that Jesus was a Jew who experienced a normal birth (Gal 4:4). He 
was supposedly descended from David (Rom 1:3—but this is in line with the 
Messianic expectations of Paul’s time.) He knew of a meal that Jesus shared 
with his disciples on the night of his arrest (1 Cor 11:23-24), that he had a 
brother called James, and that his disciples Peter and John, together with 
Jesus’ brother, James, were the main figures in the Jerusalem church 
(Gal 1:19; 2:9). He counts ‘the Twelve’ amongst the witnesses to the 
resurrection, and knows that Jesus appeared to Peter. Paul is mainly 
interested in interpreting the death, resurrection and Parousia of Jesus 
within a theological framework.  
 
The Pauline letters are a series of letters he sent to the churches or 
communities he had established. Each letter addresses specific issues of 
concern within the various communities. His letter to the Romans is an 
exception because he did not establish the Christian communities there. His 
letter serves to introduce himself to them and gain their support for his 
activities. The passages relevant for the resurrection will be discussed in 
chronological order, starting with 1 Thessalonians 4:14. 
 
 
58 Brown 1997: 835. 
59 Ehrman 1997: 248. 
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1 Thessalonians 4:14 
 
Scholars agree that this epistle is the oldest writing of the New Testament 
and the oldest preserved Christian document.60 It is widely accepted to have 
been written between 50–52 CE during Paul’s second missionary journey, 
almost twenty years after Jesus’ crucifixion.61 This letter was sent to the 
congregation Paul had established in Thessalonica. In 4:14 he refers to the 
death and resurrection of Jesus: 
 
 
14εἰ γὰρ πιστεύομεν ὅτι Ἰησοῦς ἀπέθανεν καὶ ἀνέστη, οὕτως καὶ ὁ θεὸς τοὺς 
κοιμηθέντας διὰ τοῦ Ἰησοῦ ἄξει σὺν αὐτῷ. 
 
14For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, so also that God too 
will bring those who had fallen asleep (died) in Jesus with him.62 
 
Thessalonica was a port city and the capital of Macedonia (a Roman 
Province). There seems to have been a variety of religious cults in the city.63 
There was a sharp division between the small group of wealthy elites and the 
majority of non-elite inhabitants.64 Paul spent some time in Thessalonica 
and converted mostly Gentiles, as it was a Macedonian Greek city. In 1:9 
Paul mentions that they have turned from the worship from idols to God. 
One can thus assume that his audience did not include Jews. His letter was 
written after he had left the city. He did this as a response to questions the 
Thessalonian congregation presumably had about the believers who had 
died before the expected return of Jesus.65  
 
 
60 Ehrman 1997: 257. 
61 Brown 1997: 247. 
62 My own translation of the verse. 
63 Esler 2001: 1200. 
64 Esler 2001: 1200. 
65 Ehrman 2017: 215. 
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One might wonder what strategy Paul had followed to convert these Gentiles 
to Christianity. He could have just used his established authority as an 
educated religious official by preaching the content of the resurrection. Paul 
could also have convinced them of the resurrection of Jesus by listing 
historical facts. Otherwise he could have just preached and that would have 
been adequate, as his audience would have been accustomed to myths 
where heroes returned from the dead. To answer this question, I will explore 
the character of the city, the typical three-storeyed world view, as well as 
some mystery cults to see if the religious climate provided fertile ground to 
persuade them of the resurrection and to convert them.  
 
The inhabitants of a port city would have been exposed to a variety of 
religious ideas. The Via Egnatia, a major Roman trade route which 
connected the Adriatic to the Black sea, ran through Thessalonica.66 This 
gave rise to syncretism, as the local people were typically willing to 
incorporate a variety of religious ideas.67 For this reason, as we will see later, 
they were receptive to Paul’s preaching about Jesus. To understand why 
people would easily integrate different religions, we need to understand the 
common world view of the time.  
 
In the first century CE, the cosmos was generally perceived to consist of 
three-storeys.68 It was believed that the area above the sky (heaven) was 
inhabited by various supernatural beings who influenced events on earth. 
The second level (earth) was where humans lived. Everyday life happened 
here and included pain and hardship, but also joy and love. The lowest level 
(Hades/Tartarus) was the underworld. It was believed to have housed the 
dead. Tartarus was regarded as the bottom part of Hades, and notorious 
 
66 Edson 1948. 
67 Crossan 1989: 395. Syncretism was typical of the era. 
68 Harris and Platzner 2012: 63. Of course, this is an oversimplification, but adequate for 
the purposes of this study.  
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sinners were tortured there.69 A syncretistic mindset would have allowed 
people to accept new deities because of their shared vision of the world.  
 
The mystery cults, like those of Demeter, Dionysus, and Isis and Osiris, were 
widely spread in the Greco-Roman world.70 They were all organised around a 
central figure, a hero, who had died and had been resurrected. Lord Raglan 
did an in-depth study of myths and distinguished the Heroic Pattern.71 A 
hero is a person born from a royal virgin. His familial father is a king, but 
his true father, a god. Attempts are made on his life in his early years. He is 
taken away or rescued, raised elsewhere and finally return to his hometown 
on reaching adulthood. During his life he faces various obstacles, and 
performs labours on behalf of society. He also suffers and dies. This death is 
described symbolically as a descent to Hades. From there, the hero often 
ascends to heaven to be deified. Some heroes return to pronounce 
judgement on people or return to take revenge on their enemies.72 
 
The idea that a divine figure, Jesus, would die for the benefit of human 
beings and thereafter come to life could, therefore, fits in perfectly with the 
worldview of these Gentiles. Furthermore, they would have been familiar 
with the rituals of the cults that consisted of a re-enactment of a hero’s 
story, and in doing this, people felt they appropriated his resurrection. When 
Paul gave the essential story of Jesus, they would have accepted it, because 
it followed the pattern of the typical hero. He probably took advantage of 
their frame of reference and convinced them that Jesus was coming back to 
exact judgement and reward them with eternal life. Part of his rhetoric was 
probably to refer to passages in the Septuagint which he interpreted as 
 
69 Harris and Platzner 2012: 65. See also 1 Peter 3:19-20 and 2 Peter 2:4. 
70 Ferguson 2003: 245. 
71 Harris and Platzner 2012: 276 . 
72 Good examples are Dionysus who returned to Thebes for revenge, and Osiris who became 
a judge in the afterlife. 
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predicting the suffering and the resurrection of Jesus. Belief in a general 
resurrection, however, was not typical of pagan religion.73 
 
The problem which the people of Thessalonica experienced had to do with 
the notion of a general resurrection. Some of their loved ones had died before 
the expected return of Jesus which, like Paul, they expected to happen in 
their own lifetime. They were concerned about the fate of their souls. Paul 
wrote this letter to address these concerns.74 Paul answers this question 
with 4:14. 
 
In this text, Paul sets out the core belief of Christianity, that Jesus died and 
was raised. He then draws the implication from it that those who had died 
would also be raised in the future. Paul assures his readers that the general 
resurrection is linked to the Parousia, the return of Jesus. Therefore, those 
who had passed away, will be resurrected then.75  
 
In 4:15-17 Paul supplies an elaborate fantasy of the Parousia. First, the 
archangel’s voice will be heard when God’s trumpet is sound. The Lord 
himself will descend from heaven. Dead Christian believers will then rise, 
and thereafter those who are still alive will join them. They will all be taken 
up in the clouds (presumably to heaven) and will always be united with the 
Lord. With this explanation, Paul addresses the concerns of his readers.  
 
There are a few essential points that need to be raised about how Paul 
expects the Parousia. The first is that it is going to happen in his own 
lifetime because, in verse 17, he refers to we who are still alive. Secondly, we 
can also see his strong Jewish apocalyptic view taking shape, namely that 
Jesus the Messiah would return to inaugurate his own kingdom. When this 
happens, not only Jesus, but also his followers will be taken to heaven above 
 
73 According to Acts 17:32, the Athenians rejected Paul’s idea of a general resurrection.  
74 Ehrman 1997: 269. 
75 Esler 2001: 1209. 
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the clouds. Lastly, Paul is arguing from the three-storeyed vision of the 
world.  
 
This text, therefore, does not provide any historical evidence for the 
resurrection of Jesus. It does, however, provide a perspective on the beliefs 
of early Christians regarding the resurrection. The reason why they believed 
Paul, was not because he had supplied historical evidence of Jesus’ 
resurrection, but because his statements fitted in with their world view, and 
because they had accepted his authority. He used a myth to console his 
readers, and to convince them of a general resurrection. 
 
The conclusion is that 1 Thessalonians 4:14 is a confession of faith that 
Jesus died and was resurrected. From this, Paul deduced that the deceased 
Thessalonians would also be resurrected. It is, therefore, one of the earliest 
confessions of faith. It demonstrates that Paul believed that Jesus would 
return in his own lifetime to raise the dead and take faithful believers with 
him. The Thessalonians believed him, because it conformed with their world 
vision and religious framework. It is therefore clearly a mythological 
construct and not a historical truth. This brings us to 1 Corinthians 15:1-9. 
 
1 Corinthians 15:1-9  
 
Paul wrote his first letter to the Corinthians between 54–56 CE.76 It was 
written to the members of the community of Christians he had established a 
few years earlier in Corinth.  
 
I will focus on the text of 1 Corinthians 15:1-9 in which Paul mentions the 
appearance of Jesus after the resurrection: 
 
1Γνωρίζω δὲ ὑμῖν, ἀδελφοί, τὸ εὐαγγέλιον ὃ εὐηγγελισάμην ὑμῖν, ὃ καὶ 
παρελάβετε, ἐν ᾧ καὶ ἑστήκατε, 2δι’ οὗ καὶ σῴζεσθε, τίνι λόγῳ εὐηγγελισάμην 
 
76 Brown 1997: 512. 
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ὑμῖν εἰ κατέχετε, ἐκτὸς εἰ μὴ εἰκῇ ἐπιστεύσατε. 3παρέδωκα γὰρ ὑμῖν ἐν 
πρώτοις, ὃ καὶ παρέλαβον, ὅτι Χριστὸς ἀπέθανεν ὑπὲρ τῶν ἁμαρτιῶν ἡμῶν 
κατὰ τὰς γραφὰς 4καὶ ὅτι ἐτάφη καὶ ὅτι ἐγήγερται τῇ ἡμέρᾳ τῇ τρίτῃ κατὰ τὰς 
γραφὰς 5καὶ ὅτι ὤφθη Κηφᾷ εἶτα τοῖς δώδεκα· 6ἔπειτα ὤφθη ἐπάνω 
πεντακοσίοις ἀδελφοῖς ἐφάπαξ, ἐξ ὧν οἱ πλείονες μένουσιν ἕως ἄρτι, τινὲς δὲ 
ἐκοιμήθησαν· 7ἔπειτα ὤφθη Ἰακώβῳ εἶτα τοῖς ἀποστόλοις πᾶσιν· 8ἔσχατον δὲ 
πάντων ὡσπερεὶ τῷ ἐκτρώματι ὤφθη κἀμοί. 
 
1And now, my friends, I must remind you of the gospel that I preached to 
you; the gospel which you received, on which you have taken your stand, 
2and which is now bringing you salvation. Remember the terms in which I 
preached the gospel to you – for I assume that you hold it fast and that 
your conversion was not in vain. 3First and foremost, I handed on to you 
the tradition I had received: That Christ died for our sins, in accordance 
with the scriptures; 4that he was buried; that he was raised to life on the 
third day, in accordance with the scriptures; 5and that he appeared to 
Cephas, and afterwards to the Twelve. 6Then he appeared to over five 
hundred of our brothers at once, most of whom are still alive, though 
some have died. 7Then he appeared to James, and afterwards to all the 
apostles. 8Last of all he appeared to me too; it was like a sudden, 
abnormal birth. 
 
To arrive at an informed conclusion about the historical value of this 
section, we need to understand why Paul found it necessary to write about 
the resurrection of Jesus, and the significance of his testimony. This 
problem can be broken down into smaller issues, which are:  
 
a) What is the main topic of this section? 
b) What does Paul want to convey with the awkward syntax of verse 2b, 
in which he reminds his readers of some past preaching? 
c) From where did Paul receive the tradition about the resurrection 
(15:3)? 
d) What was the original form of the creed or creeds to which Paul refers 
in verses 3-7?  
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e) When Paul makes reference to the burial of Jesus (verse 4), does this 
imply knowledge of the empty tomb tradition found in all the Gospels? 
f) Why do we find stylistic differences in Paul’s list of appearances, 
between verses 5, and 6-8?  
g) When Paul makes statements about the appearances of Jesus, does 
he indicate them to be objective or subjective (verses 5-7)? 
h) Why does Paul refer to his vision of Jesus and what does Paul mean 
with the phrase ‘abnormal birth’ in verse 8. 
 
The topic(s) of 1 Corinthians 15:1-9 
 
The topic addressed in this section is not immediately clear. However, most 
critical commentaries agree that Paul is not playing the role of an apologist, 
that is, attempting to prove the resurrection of Jesus by referring to 
witnesses.77 In fact, the topic is patently indicated in verse 12, namely that 
some of the believers in Corinth denied the resurrection of the dead, in the 
sense of a general resurrection. They did not have a problem with the 
resurrection of Jesus.  
 
Schweitzer states this clearly: Paul addressed the issue of Jesus’ 
resurrection, because of Jewish Christians in general who may have denied 
a general resurrection. They did this, because of texts like the Psalm of 
Solomon, and the eschatology of the prophets.78 They believed that God’s 
kingdom would be inaugurated without a general resurrection. Paul 
addresses the issue by arguing for two resurrections: the first in which 
believers partake in the coming of the kingdom, and the second when all 
others are raised from the dead (15:20). However, there is no direct textual 
evidence for Schweitzer’s hypothesis.  
 
 
77 Schweitzer 1931: 93-94; Malina and Pilch 2006: 122; Ehrman 1997: 276. Scholars like 
NT Wright (2003b) erroneously assume that Paul is acting as an apologist. 
78 Schweitzer 1931: 93-94. 
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Conzelmann argues that Paul addresses rumours in Corinth that some 
members of the Corinthian church denied the general resurrection. This is 
more probable as it connects to textual evidence (15:12). To address this 
issue Paul argues deductively from Jesus’ resurrection which was generally 
accepted. Paul reminds them of the creed about Jesus’ resurrection (15:1-3) 
which they all accept; it is the common ground for his argument in favour of 
a general resurrection. He then proceeds to deduce the anthropological 
consequences of Jesus’ resurrection which is the liberation from sin and 
eternal life.79 Conzelmann, however, misses the implication of the text 
(15:9-10) that Paul also defends his own apostleship. 
 
According to Lüdemann the problem was that Paul’s apostleship and 
content of his preaching were doubted. The Jerusalem group of apostles 
probably denied that Jesus appeared to Paul.80 He defends himself by 
referring to the reliability of the tradition and by supplying a chronological 
timeline where Jesus appeared to him last of all.81 
 
Malina and Pilch, as well as Ehrman argue that some people were living 
immoral lives, because they denied the general resurrection, and therefore 
did not fear eternal consequences for their lifestyle. Paul uses the doctrine of 
the general resurrection to address this problem.82 Their denial gave rise to a 
philosophy of ‘let us eat and drink and be merry’ (v 32). These issues are 
addressed in the earlier chapters of 1 Corinthians: the division within the 
church (Chapters 1-4), a man living with his stepmother (Chapter 5), men 
visiting prostitutes (Chapter 6), meat offered to idols (Chapters 8-10) and 
abuse of the Lord’s supper (Chapter 11). Paul implies that a day of reckoning 
would come (1 Cor 4:5 and 2 Cor 5:10).  
 
 
79 Conzelmann 1975: 249. 
80 See Acts 15, and Galatians 2 for tensions existing between Paul and some of the apostles. 
81 Lüdemann 2004: 41. 
82 Ehrman 1997: 276 and Malina and Pilch 2006:122. 
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The context supports the view that Paul argues for a general resurrection, 
and that this has implications for a moral way of life. It seems to me that 
some of the letter’s recipients misunderstood the doctrine of reconciliation. 
They thought that because God did not require satisfaction for sins any 
longer, they could exercise a laxity in morals, which Paul then addresses in 
this letter. The text is therefore not meant to prove the resurrection, but is a 
reminder of the resurrection and its moral implications.  
 
Furthermore, Paul’s reference to the scriptures and the later mention of 
Jesus appearing to him, is Paul’s way to establish his authority as an 
apostle. Therefore, we have a sub-topic, namely the defence and validation of 
his apostleship.  
 
The awkward syntax of verse 2b 
 
The Greek text of verse 2b reads: τίνι λόγῳ εὐηγγελισάμην ὑμῖν εἰ κατέχετε, 
ἐκτὸς εἰ μὴ εἰκῇ ἐπιστεύσατε. A literal translation would be ‘to the word / by 
the word I proclaimed to you if you hold fast unless if not in vain you have 
believed / came to faith.’ This does not make obvious sense. 
 
The problem is whether verse 2b is embedded in γνωρίζω of verse 1, or 
whether it starts a new sentence. However, if it starts a new sentence, there 
is no main clause. Another possibility is to put a full stop after ὑμῖν and to 
start a new sentence with εἰ κατέχετε and to argue that εἰ μὴ εἰκῇ ἐπιστεύσατε 
functions as the main clause.  
 
Conzelmann discusses the difficult syntax of verse 2b.83 He chooses for the 
interpretation of embedding the indirect question τίνι λόγῳ into verse 1, i.e.  
 
 
83 Conzelmann 1975: 249. 
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But I make known to you … with what form of words I preached (the 
gospel) to you, if you hold it fast, unless it was to no purpose that you 
became believers. 
 
This translation does not flow syntactically, and the meaning remains 
obscure. Conzelmann also criticises the interpretation that τίνι λόγῳ 
εὐηγγελισάμην ὑμῖν should be read as being dependent on the conditional εἰ 
κατέχετε, as being too ‘harsh’.  
 
To my mind, the translation of the latter option which Conzelmann criticises 
would then read: 
 
But I make known to you … if you hold fast to it, by what word I 
preached the gospel to you—unless it was to no purpose that you became 
believers. 
 
The translation flows syntactically, but is tautological, in that Paul says he 
makes something known to them, which they know already. Accordingly, 
Conzelmann investigates various proposed changes to the text, which he 
(and I) do not accept, as the Nestlé-Aland text is fairly certain.  
 
Another option that Conzelmann discusses is to put a full stop after σῴζεσθε, 
and translate: 
 
With what sort of words did I preach the gospel to you? —except if you 
came to the faith in vain!  
 
This interpretation puts a rhetorical question in the midst of statements, 





Finally, Conzelmann criticizes the interpretation that the indirect question 
τίνι λόγῳ εὐηγγελισάμην ὑμῖν supplies a closer definition of τὸ εὐαγγέλιον. For 
Conzelmann, the syntax just becomes too awkward.  
 
To my mind, the interpretation is clear. Paul is arguing, similarly to verses  
14-20, about the futility of coming to believe that Jesus was resurrected, 
and not accepting the implication of a general resurrection. Therefore, I 
accept that τίνι λόγῳ is embedded in γνωρίζω of verse one. I argue that a full 
stop should be put after ὑμῖν (v 2b). From εἰ κατέχετε to ἐπιστεύσατε should be 
read as a new and complete sentence. My translation of this option would 
read:  
 
But I have made known to you … with which arguments I proclaimed the 
gospel to you. If you hold fast to it, you would not have come to faith in 
vain.  
 
Admittedly, this forces the syntax, but most probably reflects his intention. 
It is a constructio ad sensum. This interpretation strengthens the perspective 
that Paul is using the faith in Jesus’ resurrection to address the problem of 
some of his readers denying a general resurrection.  
 
The origin of the tradition (verse 3a) 
 
In verse 3a, Paul refers to a tradition which he had received. The question is 
to which source Paul refer. It is not indicated explicitly, but implied. It could 
have been from the Jewish Christian leaders or from the Lord himself or 
from other people.  
 
Schweitzer also finds this problematic as Paul ostensibly refers to a tradition 
he had received from others. However, in Galatians 1:12, he claims that he 
received his teachings directly from the Lord.84 Conzelmann argues that 
 
84 Schweitzer 1931: 63. 
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1 Corinthians 15:3b-7 cannot explicitly be traced back to the Lord, but that 
Paul is quoting a humanly transmitted tradition and goes on to explain how 
he fits into it.85 
 
The first interpretation, that he received his knowledge from the Lord, is 
based upon two references. In Galatians 1:11-12, Paul makes it very clear 
that the gospel he preached was not of human origin; he received it through 
a revelation from Jesus Christ. He did not take it from anyone, nor did 
anyone teach it to him. In 1 Corinthians 11:23, Paul similarly claims that 
the tradition which he handed to others came from the Lord himself. He is 
referring to his knowledge of the communion.  
 
In my opinion, it is more probable that Paul heard about the meal Jesus had 
with his disciples before he was crucified, and proceeded to interpret it 
within the framework of Isaiah 53, that Jesus died for the sins of 
humankind. For him this fresh reading of Isaiah 53 would be a divine 
revelation. These references to a direct revelation from God are made to 
establish and confirm his own apostolic authority. The only description of 
the Eucharist from the side of Jewish Christianity is found in the Didache.86 
There it functions not as a reference to the body and blood of Jesus, but it 
functions as a meal which reminds participants of the morality and ethics 
Jesus proclaimed. There existed, therefore, at least two interpretations of the 
Last Supper.  
 
If the second option, that he received his knowledge from the apostles, is 
accepted, then it would refer to the meeting in Jerusalem. Paul claims in 
Galatians 1:18-21, that it was three years after he had a vision of Jesus, 
that he went to Jerusalem to get to know Cephas, and that he stayed with 
him for two weeks. The only other apostle he saw was James (the brother of 
Jesus). In Galatians 2:1, he says that he visited Jerusalem again fourteen 
years later accompanied by Barnabas and Titus. Later, in 2:9, he refers to 
 
85 Conzelmann 1975: 251. 
86 Wolmarans 2005: 308–324. 
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the pillars of the community as James, Cephas and John. They accepted 
him (Paul) and Barnabas as partners and shook hands. It seems that there 
were problems between Paul, Cephas and James. In Galatians 2:11-17 Paul 
provides information about the basis for their conflict, namely whether 
gentile Christians should adhere to Jewish dietary laws.  
 
It is more likely that Paul acquired his knowledge of tradition through his 
travels and his interactions with the apostles and other Christians. However, 
he implies that it came through a direct revelation.87 Probably the revelation 
part was where he found predictions of the resurrection in the Septuagint. 
The reference to tradition serves to establish his authority as he refers to 
Peter and himself. Luke also refers to Peter in Acts 15:6-13, showing that 
this information is historically credible.  
 
The original form of the creed (verses 3-5) 
 
Verses 3-7 contain the content of the tradition which Paul received. Scholars 
agree that verses 3-5 reflects the contents of the earliest known Christian 
creed about the resurrection of Jesus. Lüdemann argues that the 
appearance of Jesus to Cephas first, and then to the twelve, could be from 
the oral tradition that came from the community in Antioch which they had 
received in turn from an earlier community in Jerusalem.88 The creedal 
format is indicated by the formulaic that clauses (that he died, that he was 
buried and that he was raised on the third day).89 Each one is supported by 
a general reference to the Scriptures. It is unclear which scriptures Paul 
refers to. Some scholars surmise it might be one or more of the following: 
 
a) Isaiah 53:12 ‘For he bore the sin of many and interceded for 
transgressors.’ 
 
87 Paul only acknowledges the Lord as a source of theological knowledge; he never ever 
acknowledges any human agent.  
88 Lüdemann 2004: 43. 
89 Barclay 2001: 1130.  
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b) Zachariah 12:10 ‘… they will look on me, on him whom they have 
pierced…’ 
c) Hosea 6:2-3 ‘After two days he will revive us, on the third day he will 
raise us to live in his presence.’ 
 
However, there is no way to know for sure which scriptures Paul had 
referred to. The scriptures which he likely implied would have been 
Christologically interpreted.90 Evidently, his readers knew which scriptures 
he referred too.  
 
The earliest form of the creed, therefore, was something like:  
 
Jesus the Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures; was 
buried; and was raised to life on the third day, in accordance with the 
scriptures. He then appeared to Cephas and the twelve. 
 
Paul and the tradition of the empty tomb (verse 4) 
 
It is important to note that Paul used the term buried in 15:4. There is no 
mention of an empty tomb. Some scholars say that Paul’s silence on this 
matter suggests a later emergence of the empty tomb tradition.91 Others 
maintain that Paul knew about it, but did not mention it specifically, as it 
was not important in this context.92 They would therefore translate verse 4a 
as ‘that he was buried [in a tomb]’.  
 
According to Lüdemann, this mention of burial is meant to confirm the 
(bodily) death of Jesus and nothing else.93 It does not mean, as some argue, 
that the tomb was empty. The correct paraphrase of verse 4a is ‘that Jesus 
has really died.’ Similarly, Conzelmann argues that the phrase ‘died and 
 
90 Conzelmann 1975: 249. 
91 Barclay 2001: 1130. 
92 Barclay 2001: 1130. 
93 Lüdemann 2004: 42. 
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buried’ echoes similar phrases in the Septuagint which just means ‘died’. He 
refers to Genesis 35:8a and Judges 8:32 to support his contention. The 
burial of Rebecca’s nurse Deborah (Gen 35:8) and that of Gideon (Judg 8:32) 
specifically state the places of burial in the context of ‘died and buried’. This 
would imply that when it is not stated specifically, it focuses on giving 
information about death, and not about the place or means of burial. In any 
case, as was stated before, Paul had very little knowledge about Jesus before 
his crucifixion.  
 
It would seem then that ‘died and buried’ here was used in a formulaic and 
traditional way; it is not an indication of knowledge of an [empty] tomb. The 
intention is rather to emphasize the reality of Jesus’ death as a saving 
event.94 
 
The appearances of Jesus (verses 5-8) 
 
Paul supplies some specifics around the appearances of Jesus in 15:5-8. He 
presents the order of appearances chronological, with a series of temporal 
adverbs: starting with Cephas, then the twelve, then more than five hundred 
brothers, then James, then all the apostles and finally to Paul himself.  
 
There appears to be a disjunction between verses 3-5 and verses 6-8, as the 
word ὤφθη of verse 5 is repeated in verse 6. Paul states that the tradition he 
received was that Jesus had died, was resurrected and had appeared to 
Cephas and the twelve. Then follows a second series of appearances 
culminating in the vision of Paul. The appearance to the apostles is repeated 
in the second series.  
 
The question is why we have this break. According to Conzelmann the 
confessional formula ends with verse 5 and extra data is given in verses 
6- 8.95 Lietzman states that the reason Paul does this is to supply evidential 
 
94 Conzelmann 1975: 255. 
95 Conzelmann 1975: 305. 
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proof of the resurrection.96 However, the fact that the resurrection of Jesus 
was not doubted at all in Corinth speaks against this argument. 
 
Conzelmann contends that the answer is to be found in the statement that 
Jesus appeared to more than five hundred brothers. The focus is not on the 
remark that most of them are still alive and could be interviewed for 
historical verification,97 but rather that some of them have died.98 This is 
done as Paul wants to prove that those who have died before the expected 
return of Jesus also participate in the resurrection. If there would be no 
general resurrection, the implication is that they are not liberated from sin 
and do not have eternal life. Both Lüdemann and Spong agree that the 
appearance to the more than five hundred brothers is highly improbable, 
because, if there were such an appearance, there would have been other 
mentions of this in first-century literature, and there are none.99 Paul is our 
only source and, as the famous historical dictum says, testis unus, testis 
nullus—one witness is no witness.  
 
In 15:7 the appearance to James as well as to the other apostles also form 
part of a different earlier tradition.100 Lüdemann demonstrates that verses 
3c-5 has a different structure than verses 6-7. This parallel could be 
explained in two ways. Firstly, either Paul was modelling his language in 
verse 7 on verse 5, which employed a tradition about an appearance to 




96 Conzelmann 1975: 305 Note 81, referenced by Conzelmann. 
97 This is the argument of most apologists, like Wright 2003b: 175. This claim is rather 
inane as Paul wrote more than twenty years after the supposed event, and he does not 
supply any names. 
98 Conzelmann 1975: 258. 
99 Spong 1995: 52; Lüdemann 2004: 74 
100 Lüdemann 2004: 43. 
101 Lüdemann 2004: 41. 
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Similarly, Conzelmann continues to explain why in this second series of 
appearances, James (the brother of Jesus) as well as the apostles are 
mentioned (v 6). He reasons that it is to substantiate Paul’s claim that the 
circle of apostles was not closed with Peter, John and the rest. James was 
not one of the original twelve and the phrase ‘all the apostles’ indicates that 
the original circle of the twelve was extended to include others. Therefore, 
there could be no real argument against the validity of Paul’s apostleship.102 
It is possible that some Jewish-Christian leaders (Peter, James and John) 
denied his apostleship. As we can see in Galatians 2, there were some 
disagreements between them and Paul. Paul indicates in 1 Corinthians 15:8 
that his own vision of Jesus was the final one. It was written against the 
background of a religio-political struggle between Paul and his group on the 
one hand, and Peter, James and John and their group on the other hand.  
 
I therefore conclude that we have two traditions in verses 4-7. The first, the 
earliest, probably comes originally from Jerusalem, and Paul heard of it. The 
second, which includes James and more than five hundred brothers, are 
secondary. It was probable an extension of the first one, to include James, 
the brother of Jesus, as an apostle. He was not one of Jesus’ disciples. The 
mention of the more than five hundred brothers, is inserted by Paul, 
probable from hearsay, to illustrate that a vision of Jesus does not 
automatically confer apostleship, and to strengthen his argument about a 
general resurrection, as some of them had died already. He uses the same 
argument in 1 Thessalonians 4:14, as I have indicated.   
 
The appearances of Jesus: subjective or objective? 
 
It is not immediately clear whether the word ὤφθη (‘he was seen / he 
appeared’) in verses 5-8 refers to a subjective (visionary) or objective (flesh 
and blood) experience.  
 
 
102 Conzelmann 1975: 258-259. 
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Wright states that the word ἑόρακα (‘I have seen’) as it is used in 
1 Corinthians 9:1 means that Paul has seen Jesus objectively, with his eyes, 
and not subjectively. Therefore, Jesus was really raised from the dead, as 
Paul has seen him. Gerd Lüdemann correctly maintains that the word 
ἑόρακα (‘I have seen’) is ambiguous.103 The object of the verb may be 
physical, or non-physical, that is, a vision or even a dream. Wright therefore 
confuses context with inherent meaning.104 The context in which the word is 
used should be decisive.  
 
With regard to the context, in Acts 9:3-9, 22:6-21, and 26:12-18, the 
appearance of Jesus to Paul on the road to Damascus is narrated. In all 
three instances we find reference to a brilliant light and the voice of Jesus—
not to any physical appearance. Luke describes it mainly as a subjective 
experience. In the first version, Paul’s companions hear the voice, but 
nothing else. In the second one, they see the light, but hear no voice. In the 
third one, Paul and his companions see a bright light, but only Paul hears 
the voice. Therefore, from what we know of the broader context, Paul’s 
experience of seeing Jesus was subjective. This would fit in with 
2 Corinthians 12:1-6 where Paul refers to himself in the third person, 
describing a vision he had of heaven. In 1 Corinthians 14:18, Paul states 
that he practices glossolalia—an experience indicating an altered state of 
consciousness.  
 
It is therefore highly probable that Paul describes his vision of Jesus as 
subjective. Since his experience appears as the last one in the list where the 
same word ὤφθη is used, it is reasonable to conclude that he viewed the 
experiences of Peter and the Twelve in the same way, that is, as subjective.  
 
We must also trust our own knowledge which is that corpses are not 
resuscitated, and afterwards appear to people. Research has shown that 
 
103 Lüdemann 2004: 44 
104 The word ὁρáω, of course, does not even always refer to ‘seeing’ but could also 
just mean ‘experience’ (Louw and Nida 1988, Vol. 2: 176). 
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80% of people grieving the loss of a loved one experience visions of them, 
whilst 30% reports that they also speak with them. Over time, these 
experiences cease completely.105 Wright’s interpretation of ἑόρακα is thus 
incorrect and that of Lüdemann, correct.  
 
In light of the previous contextual remarks, I conclude that Paul uses the 
word in the sense of a visionary appearance. Paul had no detailed knowledge 
of the resurrection appearances as described in the Gospels. Paul’s main 
source of information is, as we have seen, verses in the Septuagint, and his 
own experiences of God’s revelation.  
 
Paul (an abortion) has a vision of Jesus 
 
Both Conzelmann and Lüdemann agree that the use of ἐκτρώμα, which 
means untimely birth or abortion, is Paul’s way of introducing himself as a 
witness to the resurrection and as a true member of the apostles. This is 
made clear in verses 9-11.106 The point of comparison is that an ἐκτρώμα is 




In conclusion, it is evident that Paul was confident that Jesus had died and 
had been resurrected and that he ‘saw’ him. However, Paul’s argument for 
the resurrection is not based upon historical evidence, but on a 
Christological interpretation of texts from the Septuagint like Isaiah 53:12 
and Hosea 6:2-3. It is also based upon a vision he had experienced. 
 
 
105 Bell 2008; Sachs 2012. In any case, a dead Jesus could not be a Messiah; therefore, a 
resurrection was needed. Paul and other found confirmation of this in the Septuagint. This 
might credibly be the oldest source of the tradition: Hosea 6:2. 
106 Conzelmann 1975: 259; Lüdemann 2004: 139. 
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The reasons why Paul refers to the resurrection of Jesus are to prove that 
there will be a general resurrection, to prove his legitimacy as an apostle, 
and to encourage his readers to lead moral lives. 
 
The first is proven by arguing that the resurrection of Jesus implies a 
general resurrection. In fact, in 15:20, Paul states that the resurrection of 
Jesus is the first fruits of the harvest of the dead. Referring to a vision that 
more than five hundred brothers had, supports his argument. Some of them 
have died. They had faith and would therefore share in Jesus’ resurrection. 
The reference to the five hundred is extremely suspicious and of no 
historical value.  
 
To prove his apostolic legitimacy, Paul indicates that Jesus had appeared to 
other persons who were not considered to be the original apostles, for 
example James, the brother of Jesus. They were later considered legitimate 
apostles (v 7), on the basis of a vision of the resurrected Jesus. (However, the 
five hundred brothers were not regarded as apostles). Paul is including 
himself in the list of appearances to prove his legitimate apostleship. He also 
uses the metaphor of an untimely birth. The reconstructed syntax of verse 2 
also indicates that Paul boosts his authority.  
 
Paul encourages his readers to lead moral lives by reminding his readers 
that judgement will take place at the general resurrection.  
 
The source of Paul’s knowledge is probably from information he received 
from Christians with whom he came into contact and which he adapted 
according to his own interpretation of the Septuagint. However, Paul 
adamantly maintains that his only source of knowledge is God or the Lord.  
 
Paul does not know the empty tomb tradition found in the Gospels, written 




Verses 3-6 is the oldest tradition or confession of faith known to Paul. He 
adds an extended confession in verse 7-8 to include himself as an untimely 
born apostle. 
 
Similar to 1 Corinthians 15:3-7, Paul also uses a creedal formula with 




Paul wrote this letter from Corinth to the churches in Rome around 
57-58 CE.107 He did not establish these churches, as they were founded 
around fifteen years earlier by Jewish Christians.108 At this stage the 
Christian movement was not yet separated from the Jewish worship in the 
synagogues.109 
 
The reason for this letter was to introduce himself and his theology. He did 
this to arrange a future visit (Rom 1:10) and to gain their support, both 
moral and financial, for a planned missionary journey to Spain 
(Rom 15:23-25).  
 
I will discuss Romans 4:24-25 in this section and focus on why Paul refers 




107 Brown 1997: 560. 
108 Ehrman 1997: 300. 
109 It would seem that originally there had been no clear distinction between Jews and 
Christians as they worshipped together in the same synagogues. However, after the emperor 
Claudius expelled them between 41-54 CE (see Suetonius Divus Claudius 25) the Christians 
started to meet on Sundays, and this distinguished themselves from the Jews (Acts 18:2). 
According to Cassius Dio, 60.6.6-7, he also forbade the Jews to meet on Saturdays.  
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24… οἷς μέλλει λογίζεσθαι, τοῖς πιστεύουσιν ἐπὶ τὸν ἐγείραντα Ἰησοῦν τὸν 
κύριον ἡμῶν ἐκ νεκρῶν, 25ὃς παρεδόθη διὰ τὰ παραπτώματα ἡμῶν καὶ ἠγέρθη 
διὰ τὴν δικαίωσιν ἡμῶν. 
 
24… our faith too is to be ‘counted’, the faith in the God who raised Jesus 
our Lord from the dead; 25 for he was given up to death for our misdeeds 
and raised to life for our justification. 
   
With regard to the question of why Paul refers to the resurrection, I will now 
look at the use of διὰ in verse 25. With the accusative case διὰ is 
retrospective, in other words ‘because of’, but the idea (motive) precedes the 
execution.110 Therefore διὰ can be retrospective to the idea, but it can also be 
prospective with reference to the execution. This, however, must be 
determined by the context.  
 
In verse 25, διὰ τὰ παραπτώματα could be translated in two ways: firstly, as 
retrospective, ‘because of our misdeeds’, which made the death of Jesus 
necessary; or secondly, as prospective, ‘because of our misdeeds’ , in order 
to atone for them.111 The context only becomes clear in the second part of 
the verse with διὰ τὴν δικαίωσιν. In this case it is prospective, ‘with a view to 
our justification’ or ‘because of our justification’. The latter is the motivation 
for Paul in this verse.112 
 
For Paul, justification is based on the following judicial model: everyone has 
sinned (Rom 3:23), and the penalty for sin is death (Rom 6:23). Jesus was 
without sin and thus did not deserve this death penalty. His death is 
therefore meant to pay the penalty for all other sinners. Jesus is resurrected 
by God, therefore accepting Jesus’ death as payment for all other sinners 
 
110 Sanday and Headlam 1968: 116. 
111 Sanday and Headlam 1968: 116 
112 Sanday and Headlam 1968: 117 
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(Rom 3:23-24, 4:24-25). To reap the benefit of this debt paid by Jesus, one 
has simply to accept that Jesus was resurrected, that is to have faith.113 
 
Therefore, the resurrection is the pivot of Paul’s theology. In the previous 
verses of Chapter Four, he uses the example of Abraham, and how his faith 
always remained steadfast in God (vv 2-3). By his faith, he was justified. He 
concludes his theology of justification by faith alone with a reference to the 
resurrection of Jesus (v 25).  
  
There is an allusion in verse 25 to Isaiah 52:13–53:12.114 These verses in 
Isaiah tells the story of the suffering servant, on whom the Lord laid the sins 
of Israel (53:6) and who bore their sins (53:12) and who will justify many. 
Paul applies this to Jesus and argues that Jesus has paid for the sins of 
humans through his death and resurrection, and when Jesus returns, those 
who have faith, will be justified.115  
 
With regard to the question of the historical value of Paul’s evidence, it is 
negligible. Paul is not interested to prove the historicity of the resurrection of 
Jesus by referring to any witnesses; he is developing a theology on the basis 
of a re-interpretation of the Isaiah passage. The only type of historical 
evidence he supplies, is that belief in the resurrection of Jesus was 
incorporated in an early Christian creed similar to Galatians and 
1 Corinthians. This creed probably was ‘Jesus suffered and died in 
accordance with the Scriptures. God raised Jesus our Lord from the dead in 
accordance with the Scriptures’. Paul interprets the creed as that the 
resurrection of Jesus justifies sinners in the eyes of God.  
 
The final relevant Pauline reference is Philippians 3:10. 
 
 
113 Ehrman 1997: 304-305. 
114 Hill 2001: 1093. 





Philippians was written by Paul and addressed to the Christians at Philippi 
around 61-63 CE.116 The city of Philippi was in Eastern Macedonia, on a 
trade route.117 The population of Philippi would have been mainly 
Macedonians, Romans and Greeks.118  
 
Paul wrote this letter in prison, although we are not certain where or why he 
was imprisoned. In this letter Paul mentions that suffering is the lot of 
Christians, but only until the return of Christ (1:7-17). Paul’s thoughts of 
suffering here, even whilst imprisoned, does not stop him from preaching the 
gospel. He is not despondent, because, clearly, he is suffering in Christ.119 
 
Throughout the letter, Paul seems unhappy and angry. It is uncertain what 
the cause of his anger is. In Philippians 1:27-30 and 2:15-28, he refers to 
suffering and to opponents. The hostility can be seen in Chapter 3:2, where 
he warns the community against ‘dogs’, ‘evil workers’ and ‘those who 
mutilate flesh’.  
 
Paul does not identify these opponents. We can assume that he refers either 
to the civic authorities, the pagan public or Jews opposed to Christians.120 
This is a rather broad spectrum of opposition. The discord is probably best 
explained as caused by Jewish Christians who were active amongst the 
Gentile Christians. Paul’s use of the word ‘dog’ could reflect an epithet 
familiar to Jews (Isa 56:10-11, Mk 7:27).121 Those who mutilate might refer 
to Jews who regard circumcision as necessary to become a Christian. Paul 
 
116 Brown 1997: 484. 
117 Ehrman 1997: 292. 
118 Murray 2001: 1179. 
119 Brown 1997: 500. 
120 Murray 2001: 1179. 
121 Brown 1997: 488. 
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strikes back at them by stating his own Jewish credentials (Phil 3:4-7). He 
declares that these assets are of no value, because of the actions of Christ.  
 
He goes further to claim that all his losses far outweigh the gain of knowing 
Christ Jesus, for whose sake he forfeited everything.122 He concludes his 
argument in verse 10: 
 
10τοῦ γνῶναι αὐτὸν καὶ τὴν δύναμιν τῆς ἀναστάσεως αὐτοῦ καὶ [τὴν] κοινωνίαν 
[τῶν] παθημάτων αὐτοῦ, συμμορφιζόμενος τῷ θανάτῳ αὐτοῦ … 
 
10My one desire is to know Christ and the power of his resurrection, and 
to share his sufferings in growing conformity with his death … 
 
To know Christ in this context implies an intimate and experiential 
knowledge. Paul accepts his own suffering as being connected to the 
suffering and death of Jesus. This will inevitably be followed by the 
resurrection.123 Just as Jesus was elevated, so will Paul be elevated to God 
in Jesus.124 
 
This passage cannot be regarded as historical evidence for the resurrection 
of Jesus. It only demonstrates that Paul believed that the death of Jesus 
implies his own suffering, and that the resurrection of Jesus would result in 




There is no doubt that Paul had played an important part in the foundation 
and spread of Christianity. Paul’s letters also provide early evidence of what 
the Christian communities looked like. The creeds and confessions seen in 
his letters are the basis of creeds still used today. Being schooled as a 
 
122 Brown 1997: 488. 
123 Murray 2007: 1188. 
124 Brown 1997: 488. 
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Pharisee, he shared the apocalyptic belief that a Messiah would free the 
Jews from oppression. The image of the Messiah was formed from various 
texts in the Septuagint. From his pharisaic background, we can also 
understand his belief in the general resurrection of the dead, which would 
precede the coming of the Christ. He took these beliefs with him when he 
converted to Christianity.  
 
Paul experienced visions and ecstatic episodes. He believed that Jesus 
appeared to him, and revealed insights into the scriptures to him. He started 
to regard Jesus as the true Messiah, and discovered sections in the 
Septuagint which would indicate his suffering, death, and resurrection. 
Jesus would take his own with him to heaven at his Parousia, which Paul 
expected to happen during his own lifetime.  
 
In spite of this, Paul had very little biographical knowledge of Jesus, except 
that he experienced a normal birth, was a descendent of David, had a meal 
with his disciples on the night of his arrest, had a brother called James, and 
had twelve disciples, two of which were Peter and John. He was crucified, 
and it was said that he appeared to Peter and the Twelve. These facts make 
it extremely tenuous to use Paul as supplying historical evidence for the 
bodily resurrection of Jesus.  
 
In 1 Thessalonians 4:14, Paul was asked what happened to those who had 
already died whilst they were waiting for the return of Jesus. He answers 
this question by explaining the Parousia: they will be resurrected when 
Jesus returns. This is a mythological construct and cannot be used to 
measure historical accuracy. I found that Paul convinced the converts of 
Jesus’ resurrection, not by supplying historical evidence. He used texts from 
the Septuagint out of context, to demonstrate that the Messiah would die 
and be raised from the dead. This fitted in with the heroic pattern found in 
the mystery cults of the time and was therefore credible to the newly 
converts. A shared world vision, where heaven, earth and the underworld 




In the text of 1 Corinthians 15:1-9, Paul uses the appearances, not to prove 
the historical accuracy of the resurrection, but rather to establish his own 
legitimacy as an apostle, to argue for a general resurrection and to 
encourage his readers to lead moral lives. Paul had no knowledge of the 
empty tomb tradition. He assumes that his own experience of the 
resurrected Jesus was similar to those of Peter, James, and the apostles. As 
his vision of Jesus was subjective, the implication is that the earlier ones 
were too. Therefore, Paul’s account cannot be used as historical evidence for 
the bodily resurrection of Jesus. The tradition Paul refers is not specified. He 
probably implies that it was revealed to him by God, by finding hidden 
references to Jesus in the Septuagint. With regard to his references to Peter, 
James, the apostles, and the five hundred, they reflect two different 
traditions. The one is that Jesus died according to the Scriptures and was 
buried, raised according to the Scriptures, and then appeared to Peter and 
the apostles. The second tradition is that Jesus appeared to James too. It is 
unclear where the reference to the five hundred comes from, but Paul 
probably created it from hearsay. The only historical evidence, therefore, is 
not for objective appearances of Jesus, but for subjective experiences, which 
were translated into a creed on the basis of texts from the Septuagint.  
 
His letter to the Romans is not only to extend a hand of friendship, but to 
lobby some money for his mission to Spain. He also seizes the opportunity to 
explain his model of justification of faith. According to Romans 4:25, 
justification has to do with the death and resurrection of Jesus.  
 
When Paul wrote Philippians, he was in prison and it seems that there were 
some factions in the Christian community opposing him. They were Jewish 
Christians who wanted to enforce Jewish rituals, like circumcision, onto 
pagan converts. Paul refers to the death and resurrection of Jesus as part of 
his argument that the rituals of Judaism need to die with Jesus, and that 
the resurrection leads to newness of life. It has no historical value as 




It seems, therefore, that Paul used texts like Isaiah 53, Hosea 6, and 
Zechariah 12 completely out of context, as the basis for an early Christian 
creed, that Jesus died and was buried, and rose on the third day. Paul uses 
the resurrection to argue that Jesus was the Messiah and that what 
happened to him affects his followers. Jesus, the righteous one, suffered, 
died and was resurrected, not for his own sake, but for the sake of others. It 
also symbolised the death of an old religion, and the birth of a new one, as 
well as an impetus for a moral life. The death and resurrection of Jesus 
assists people to be patient with their own sufferings, as the reward of the 
resurrection awaits them. Thus, Paul makes the creed theologically 
meaningful.125  
 
In the next chapter I will supply a general introduction to the Gospels.  
  
 
125 Ehrman 1997: 252; Brown 1997: 461. 
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Chapter Three: Introduction to the Gospels 
Introduction 
 
In this chapter I will examine all four gospels together in terms of their dates 
of writing, genre (including their view of history), the question of their 
sources, their dependence or independence from each other. This is done in 
order to gain a general perspective on the historical reliability of this genre. I 
will also specifically explore the so-called predictions of Jesus’ suffering and 
resurrection in the Gospel of Mark.   
 
Date and Location of the Gospels 
 
Our first task is to date the Gospels. The Gospels were written between the 
years of 70-100 CE. These books were written more than 40 years after 
Jesus’ death.126 
 
Most scholars agree that the book of Mark was written first and is dated 
between the mid-60’s and early 70’s.127 Matthew and Luke were written 
about 15-20 years later and are dated between 80-85 CE. John was written 
another 10 years after these and is dated between 95-100 CE.  
 
The authors of the Gospels are unknown,128 and the place or origin of the 
writings is a matter of speculation. Mark is thought to have been written in 
Rome, as he refers to Latin words like centurion (Mk 15:39) and as he makes 
use of the Roman markers of time (Mk 13:35). There are other suggestions 
like Syria, the Northern Transjordan, the Decapolis or Galilee.129 
 
126 See Ehrman 2000: 41 for the dating of the Gospels. 
127 The destruction of the temple in 70 CE is ‘predicted’ in Mark 13. Therefore, Mark must 
have been written after this date.  
128 In spite of this, for the sake of convenience, I will refer to the Gospels by their traditional 
names.  




Matthew might have been written in Antioch, as the large urban area would 
have had a mixture of Jews and Gentiles. Other suggestions include 
Jerusalem, Galilee, Alexandria and more generally the East of Jordan.130 
 
Luke and Acts are ascribed to Antioch, but there are also suggestions of 
Rome. These two writings were directed to the churches affected by Paul’s 
mission, in other words, areas in Greece or Syria.131 John was probably 




We need to look at the genre of the gospels especially with regard to the 
question of how reliable they are from a historical perspective. To gain an 
understanding of the genre, I will first explore the category of ancient 
biographies, and then remark on the concepts of mythos and logos, giving 
attention to how they fitted in with the three-storeyed vision of the world 
common at that time.  
 
The stories in the gospels are often categorised as ancient biographies. These 
were more concerned with personality traits and character than they were 
with what actually happened. Stories were often inflated or dramatized to 
ensure that the character’s essential personality traits were portrayed in 
such a manner that others (readers/hearers) can model their behaviour 
accordingly. They typically formed a chronological format, but this was not 
to show character development, as are seen in modern biographies, but 
merely as an organising principle.133 
 
 
130 Allison: 2001: 844; Brown 1997: 222. 
131 Franklin: 2001; Brown 1997: 226. 
132 Kieffer: 2001; Brown 1997: 334. 
133 Ehrman 1997: 52-54. 
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The gospels fall under the genre of ancient biography, as it focuses on the 
life of Jesus, his teachings, miracles and death. The Gospel writers would 
have written their rendition or biography of Jesus with the view of how his 
character would react to certain issues (experienced by the later Christian 
communities), and would have demonstrated who he was through his 
carefully crafted words and deeds. For Mark it was to present Jesus as the 
Messiah, as the Son of God, and why this remained a secret for so long. For 
Matthew it was to explain and cement the separation of Christian 
communities from the Jewish synagogues, by presenting Jesus as the 
Messiah. Luke is interested in supplying a foundation for the spread of the 
gospel to non-Jewish converts. John promotes the myth of the redeemer 
coming from heaven, supplying knowledge, which gives converts access to 
eternal life.134 The Gospels, therefore, read a current situation back into a 
reconstruction of the past.  
 
This means that we need to be very suspicious of their historical reliability. 
To arrive at a workable hypothesis of how to approach the Gospels with 
regard to historical questions, it is vital to describe the distinction between 
two types of ancient discourse namely, mythos and logos. 
 
The word mythos (Greek word μῦθος), literally means ‘utterance’ or 
‘something one says’. It is generally defined as a narrative using agents from 
supernatural realms in order to explain phenomena in our sensory world. 
Myths were therefore thoroughly embedded in the three-storeyed world 
view.135 
 
Around 600 BCE with the rise of philosophy, the concept of logos was 
introduced. This Greek word meaning ‘thought’ and ‘discourse’ described a 
new way of thinking. Phenomena were explained without reference to 
supernatural entities and agents. Explanations of natural phenomena were 
 
134 Ehrman 1997: 51-53. 
135 See Wolmarans 2010.  
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given in terms of our sensory world. Over time, as logos gained influence, 
myths were not read as literally true, but as metaphors or allegories.136 
 
Although the first century Jews did not believe in the pantheon of Greek or 
Roman gods, they did believe that their one true God influenced their daily 
lives. When we look at the Gospels, they tell the story of Jesus, involving 
supernatural characters like God, angels, demons and the devil. The 
narratives include his supernatural birth (Luke and Matthew), his genealogy 
(Luke and Matthew), his miracles, his teachings, his trial, his death, his 
resurrection (all the gospels) and his ascension (Luke). All these narratives 
are thoroughly embedded in the three-storeyed world view, in which 
supernatural agents and realms play a role.  
 
Therefore, we cannot uncritically assume the historicity of these narratives. 
They are primarily interested in instilling belief, which is by definition 
irrational, in other words, not based upon scientific observations. These 
narratives, although biographical in nature, can therefore be expected to 
contain a mixture of facts and fiction. 
 
The view of history in all the Gospels, is that of determinism, in the sense 
that current events form part of God’s plan for history as is predicted in 
passages from the Septuagint.137 The interpretation of these verses does not 
fit their original contexts. The Gospels also created stories about Jesus from 
verses and accounts in the Septuagint.138 Furthermore, words are put in the 
mouth of Jesus to predict future events.  
 
To illustrate this, I am going to explore the predictions of Jesus’ death and 
resurrection as it appears in the Gospel of Mark.  
 
 
136 See Wolmarans 2010. 
137 See, for example, Wolmarans 1993. 
138 Helms 1988. 
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Predictions of Jesus’ Death and Resurrection in Mark 
 
Jesus predicts his own death and resurrection in Mark, as well as the other 
Gospels. Mark is representative of this practice. It is predicted three times in 
this gospel, and in all three instances the message is clear: Jesus, will 
suffer, die and be raised from the dead on the third day. The question is 
whether these really are the original words of Jesus or Mark’s own additions. 
To answer this question, it needs to be established how these predictions 
resonate within Messianic expectations at the time, and how they fit in with 
Mark’s literary purpose.  
 
The predictions are as follows: 
 
a) Mark 8:31— ‘and he began to teach them that the Son of Man had to 
endure great suffering, and to be rejected by the elders, chief priests 
and scribes; to be put to death, and to rise again three days 
afterwards.’ 
b) Mark 9:31— ‘because he was teaching his disciples, and telling them, 
“the Son of Man is now to be handed over into the power of men, and 
they will kill him and three days after being killed he will rise again.”’ 
c) Mark 10: 32-34— ‘…Once again, he took the Twelve aside and began 
to tell them what was to happen to him. “We are now going up to 
Jerusalem,” he said, “and the Son of Man will be handed over to the 
chief priest and the scribes; they will condemn him and hand him over 
to the Gentiles. He will be mocked and spat upon, and flogged and 
killed; and three days afterwards, he will rise again.”’ 
 
Mark is writing against the background of Jewish Messianic expectations 
specifically in a time of revolt against the forces of the Roman Empire.139 On 
the basis of texts like Daniel 7:13, Psalm 2:8-9, Enoch 46:2 and Isaiah 11:4, 
an eschatological Messianic figure, also called the Son of Man, or the 
 
139 Ehrman 1997: 68. 
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Messiah (the anointed one), was expected.140 He would successfully lead the 
faithful into war with their enemies, specifically the Romans, and establish 
God’s rule on earth.141 According to Ehrman, Jesus probably saw himself as 
this type of Messiah, that is, an earthy ruler.142  
 
This expectation was shattered by the arrest, suffering and crucifixion of 
Jesus. Therefore, Mark and the other Christian believers needed a 
reinterpreted Messiah. This they found in Isaiah 53 which described the 
suffering servant. It is applied to Jesus.143 This new interpretation continues 
to view history in terms of determinism. God designed a blueprint for history 
which is unfolding according to God’s plan, in that Jesus as the promised 
Messiah needs to suffer and die.144 
 
A missing element in this grandiose view of history is why the disciples of 
Jesus immediately fled after his crucifixion and were disappointed and in 
despair (Mk 14:50). There is no mention of their presence after Peter’s denial 
of Jesus (Mk 14:66-71). One would have expected them to remain in 
Jerusalem, awaiting the fulfilment of Jesus’ predictions. Mark supplies an 
answer to this dilemma by his concept of the Messianic Secret. Jesus 
forbade those close to him to reveal that he was the expected Messiah.145 
Therefore Jesus predicting his own suffering, death and resurrection in very 
fine detail, has a literary purpose. The references to the elders, chief priests 
and scribes, his condemnation, mocking, being spat upon, flogging and 
killing are to prepare the reader and create suspense for the eventual 
positive outcome of the resurrection.146 Mark’s explanation of the disciples’ 
 
140 Donahue and Harrington 2002: 27; Marcus 2009: 605. 
141 Ehrman 1997: 57. 
142 Ehrman 2014: 109; Helms 1997: 12-14. 
143 Marcus 2009: 591. 
144 Collins 2007: 53-72. 
145 See Mark 1:34, 5:43, 3:12 and 4:11. 
146 Collins 2007: 8-31. 
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despair and flight after Jesus’ arrest is that they did not really grasp the 
predictions of Jesus as it was a secret. 
 
The predictions are therefore nothing but vaticana ex eventu, predictions 
after the event, in order to persuade the readers that God’s plan included 
the suffering and crucifixion of the Messiah. The behaviour of the disciples is 
explained within the framework of the Messianic Secret.  
 
This deterministic view of history was strengthened by another verse from 
the Hebrew Testament namely Hosea 6:2 (LXX), interpreted Christologically: 
 
2 ὑγιάσει ἡμᾶς μετὰ δύο ἡμέρας, ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ τῇ τρίτῃ ἐξαναστησόμεθα καὶ 
ζησόμεθα ἐνώπιον αὐτοῦ … 
 
2 After two days he will heal us: in the third day we shall arise, and live 
before him …  
 
In conclusion: these predictions are Markan in origin and not the original 
words of Jesus. They can therefore not be used as an argument for the 
historicity of a bodily resurrection, as is done by modern-day apologists.  
 
I will now look at whether the Gospels can be approached as sources 




The Gospel of Mark, Luke and Matthew are often referred to as the Synoptic 
Gospels. The name stems from the fact that these three gospels can be read 
in parallel. These three gospels tell very similar stories of Jesus’ life, often in 
the same words. There are however, also some differences in the stories. 
Trying to explain these differences is called the Synoptic Problem.147 
 
147 Brown 1997: 113. 
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Scholars have tried to solve this problem as early as the Fourth Century 
where Augustine hypothesised that Matthew was the first gospel and that 
Luke used Matthew.  
 
Scholars more recently developed the so-called Four-Source Hypothesis.148 
This theory argues that Mark was the first gospel to be written and it was 
used by Luke and Matthew. It is thought that Luke and Matthew both had 
access to Mark as a source but used this source independently from each 
other. Hence, we find similar stories to Mark, but also additions and 
changes to Mark’s narratives. 
 
Furthermore, scholars accept that both Luke and Matthew had access to 
another source called Q, an abbreviation of the German word Quelle or 
source. This source contains mostly the sayings of Jesus. Mark did not use 
this source.149 Matthew had an additional source, that was not used by 
Luke, which will explain the stories that do not appear in any of the other 
gospels. This source is frequently referred to as M. Likewise, Luke also had a 
source, that was not used by the other gospel authors called L.150 
 
The importance of this hypothesis is two-fold. Firstly, it assumes Mark as 
the first gospel, independent from Matthew and Luke. Thus, Matthew and 
Luke cannot be seen as reflecting independent sources where it comes to the 
resurrection narratives, as they agree with each other with some variants. 
Secondly, by using redactional analysis, we can establish how the source 
was changed and thus understand the perspective of the narrators. 
 
Although the Gospel of John has some obvious differences from the 
Synoptics, there are some similarities, especially in the narratives of the 
passion, the empty tomb, and the appearances of the resurrected Jesus. The 
question of source can be explained by a variety of solutions. The first is that 
 
148 Ehrman 2000: 72. 
149 Helms 1997: 101-102. 
150 Ehrman 2000: 73. 
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it is probable that John had knowledge of the Synoptic Gospels. The second, 
is that the author did not know the other Gospels, and occasional 
similarities between the other gospels and John are explained by 
independent traditions reproducing similar stories. I will keep an open mind 
to both possibilities. 
 
The implications of these introductory remarks for our methodology are to 
analyse each gospel individually in terms of their:  
 
a) narrative perspective; 
b) the agents involved in the resurrection narratives and their actions; 
c) the circumstances of the resurrection (for example who supplied the 
tomb, was there a stone in front etc.);  
d) the resurrection appearances and their locality; 
e) the time frames involved; and 
f) the extra-textual context, especially the methods of crucifixion and 
burial practices in the first century.  
 
We also need to compare the Gospels noting their similarities and 
differences, in order to evaluate their independent historical value. In the 
next two chapters, I am going to firstly investigate the narratives 




The Gospels then were not eyewitness accounts of the events surrounding 
the crucifixion of Jesus. They were written at least forty to seventy years 
after the events they describe and reflect the concerns of their authors and 
readers. Perspectives on these issues were read back into the narratives 
surrounding Jesus.  
 
The gospel genre lends itself to address concerns contemporary with the 
time of its writing, as ancient biographies were not primarily interested in 
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historical accuracy. Their main concern was mimesis, expecting readers to 
imitate the main personality. The genre is embedded in the three-storeyed 
vision of the world, where supernatural agents determine the flow of history. 
Therefore, the so-called predictions found in the Septuagint concerning the 
death and resurrection of the Messiah, as well as Jesus’ own prophecies, 
cannot be regarded as providing historical evidence for the bodily 
resurrection of Jesus. 
 
There is a broad scholarly consensus that Mark is the oldest gospel, that 
Matthew and Luke used Mark as a source, and creatively expanded on its 
narratives. John knows the gospel traditions, and may have liberally 
expanded on them in a creative fashion, or may have used other sources 
unknown to us.  
 




Chapter Four: The Burial in The Gospels  
 
The Gospel of Mark 
 
The Gospel of Mark is the shortest of the four and the oldest we have of 
Jesus’ life and teachings. The author is unknown. It is, however, certain that 
he was a Greek speaking Christian with some understanding of Aramaic.151 
Mark is indicated in all Greek manuscripts as the author. The original 
readers of the Gospel may have known who Mark was.152 He probably was a 
close associate of Paul (Ac 12:12, 25; 13:5, 13, 14; 15:39 and 2 Tm 4:11).  
 
I am going to explore Mark’s description of the burial of Jesus. I will 
investigate Mark’s narrative perspective in this regard, and compare this 
with Roman burial practices involving persons who were executed. I will also 
look at the person who supposedly took responsibility for the removal of his 
body from the cross and for placing it in a tomb. I will continue by 
investigating the actual tomb and its location. Finally, I will compare Mark’s 
version with the other Gospels in terms of similarities and differences. 
 
In the previous chapter I have already argued that Mark, by way of 
apologetics, supplied an answer as to why the Messiah had to suffer. He did 
this to address objections from those who held traditional Messianic 
expectations. This was done by applying certain passages from the Hebrew 
Testament directly to Jesus, for example Isaiah 53 and Hosea 6:2-3. 
Although Mark does not quote these passages specifically, they seem to be 
implied.  
 
We have also seen that our earliest source, Paul, had no detailed knowledge 
of the burial or tomb of Jesus. Therefore, we can expect that Mark, writing 
much later, constructed his version of Jesus’ burial on the basis of passages 
 
151 Helms 1997: 9. 
152 Collins 2007: 6. 
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from the Hebrew Testament as expressed in the earliest creed about Jesus’ 
resurrection (see Chapter 2). Put more succinctly, we should be open to the 
possibility that Mark’s narrative is a fiction to support his Messianic 
perspective. He has already created anticipation for the death and 
resurrection of Jesus by putting three predictions of it in the mouth of 
Jesus, as I have argued in the previous chapter. 
 
The Christological interpretation of Hosea 6:2-3 played an important role in 
the creation of the earliest creed about Jesus’ resurrection as well as of 
Mark’s Messianic theology. Jesus had to die, in order to be resurrected on 
the third day. Mark had to create a narrative to set the scene for three days. 
By naming the Friday as the day Jesus died, he could then leave a day of 
inactivity (the Sabbath), providing a reason for the discovery of the empty 
tomb on the first day of the week.153 According to Collins, ‘The exact 
chronology of Jesus’ stay in Jerusalem does not appear to be a major 
concern for the evangelist’.154 Typical of fiction is a vagueness about 
chronology (‘once upon a time…’) 
 
At this stage it is necessary to understand that Hosea 6:2-3 does not refer to 
one person or to Jesus. Hosea states that God will punish Judah and Israel, 
but will return them afterwards from exile, if they repent. This is expressed 
poetically as ‘after two days he will revive us, on the third day he will raise 
us to live in his presence.’ Mark interprets the ‘us’ as referring to Jesus and 
the wounding and suffering of Judah and Israel (Hos 6:1) as referring to the 
torture and crucifixion of Jesus. Mark therefore interprets it Christologically. 
 
This illustrates how history was constructed fictionally to present a dead 
Jesus as the expected Messiah. To strengthen this perspective on Hosea 
6:2-3, a removal from the cross, a burial and a resurrection narrative were 
required, as a dead Jesus could not, by any stretch of the imagination, be a 
Messiah.  
 
153 Crossan 1976: 135-52. 




Jesus had no direct connection to Jerusalem as he was from Nazareth. He, 
his family, and his followers were poor, and therefore would not have had 
the financial means to buy a tomb. Two other sections from the Hebrew 
Testament supplied ideas to overcome these obstacles in the narrative. 
These were (as will be discussed later), Deuteronomy 21:22-23 and Isaiah 
53:9. The first passage prescribes that the body of one who was hanged 
should be removed on the same day of the execution and buried 
immediately. The second passage, in the LXX version, assigns a grave to the 
suffering servant amongst ‘the rich’.155 Mark may have adapted these 
passages creatively.  
 
A further problem for Mark had to do with the Roman practices surrounding 
the crucifixion of a political agitator. Due to the nature of a crucifixion, the 
crucified did not necessarily die immediately, but often took days to die.156 It 
was protocol for Roman soldiers to have been posted as guards next to the 
crucified to ensure that they would not be removed while still alive.157 
Petronius (Satyricon, Chapter 111) narrates: ‘So on the next night, when the 
soldier who was watching the crosses, to prevent anyone taking down a body 
for burial …’158 
 
Jesus had to be resurrected on a Sunday, simply because the early 
Christians met on Sundays for worship. Between the years of 41-54 CE, the 
emperor Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome159 because of incessant 
infighting (probably about the messianic status of Jesus). He also forbade 
the Jews to meet on Saturdays in the synagogues.160 It is possible that, 
 
155 See also Lüdemann 2001: 110. 
156 Maslen 2006: 185; Hengel 1986: 25. 
157 Evans 2005: 31. 
158 Petronius, Satyricon 111. 
159 Sees Suetonius Divus Claudius 25. 
160 Cassius Dio, Historia Romana 60.6.6-7. 
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because of this, the Christians started to meet on Sundays,161 the day 
dedicated to the cult of Mithras,162 in order to distinguish themselves from 
the Jews. From 1 Corinthians 16:2 it is evident that the practice to meet on 
Sundays had already been established in Paul’s time. Sunday, celebrating 
the rising of the sun, therefore most probably formed the background to 
reading back the resurrection of Jesus to the day after the Sabbath.  
 
Therefore, for Mark it was important for Jesus to die on the Friday, taking 
this as the day of his crucifixion, to fit in with a resurrection on Sunday, the 
third day, according to his reading of Hosea 6:2.  
 
Furthermore, the Romans did not allow a body to be taken down from a 
cross for burial.163 Obviously, this was done to deter potential insurgents, 
for it was regarded as shameful not to be buried.164 
 
Their remains were either left on the cross to decay or thrown into a mass 
grave.165 There has only been one piece of archaeological evidence found 
connected to a crucifixion. The skeletal remains of a victim, with a nail 
through the heel-bone, was discovered in a tomb near Giv’at ha-Mivtar in 
Israel. It was found in an ossuary and the inscription suggests that this 
young man’s name was Yehohanan ben Hagkol.166 The lack of more 
archaeological evidence proves that crucified victims were left to decay or 
suffer excarnation by animals.167  
 
 
161 This insight comes from Prof JLP Wolmarans, my supervisor.  
162 See Klauck 2000: 143. Christianity also took over the 25th December from Mithraism. 
163 Kyle 1998: 169. 
164 Collins 2007: 776; Lüdemann 2001: 110. 
165 Lüdemann 2001: 110. 
166 Maslen and Mitchell 2006: 185; Kyle 1998: 169. 
167 Cook 2011: 193-213. 
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However, this denial of burial was sometimes mitigated. Philo stated that he 
knew of cases where bodies were allowed to be buried on special occasions 
such as the Emperor’s birthday or religious holidays.168 
 
Lüdemann argues, and I agree with him, that there is no certain way to 
know if such a favour of releasing the body of Jesus for burial really 
happened.169 However, the preponderance of the evidence, specifically Paul’s 
lack of knowledge about this, and the absence of a specific location for the 
tomb, suggest that Jesus was not entombed.170 It is also difficult to imagine 
a context where Jesus, who was a visitor to Jerusalem, would be treated 
specially. His followers had fled, and there would be no representatives left 
to request a favour from the Governor or the Prefect. 
 
Mark creatively navigates all the above problems in 15:43-45. He starts the 
scene by using the word ὀψίας as an indicator of time, translated as evening. 
Mark is creating anticipation here for his readers. According to his version, 
Jesus died around 15h00 (Mk 15:33-37). The Sabbath starts around 18h00. 
Giving Jesus an honourable burial is thus urgent, as it cannot be done on 
the Sabbath.171  
 
He introduces a new character, Joseph of Arimathea,172 as a respected 
councillor and a man awaiting the Kingdom of God who bravely asks Pilate 
for Jesus’ body in verse 43. Lüdemann argues that it is possible that the 
Septuagint version of Isaiah 53:9 was the catalyst for the formation of the 
burial tradition.173  
 
 
168 Philo, Flaccus 10: 81-83; See also Lüdemann 2001: 110; Collins 2007: 775. 
169 Lüdemann 2001: 110. 
170 Collins 2007: 776 argues similarly that ‘some details of Mark’s account have 
verisimilitude’. 
171 Donahue and Harrington 2002: 453; Witherington 2001: 403. 
172 Even today, we don’t know where such a city or town may have been located. The name 
belongs to the sphere of legend. 
173 Lüdemann 2001: 110. 
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9καὶ δώσω τοὺς πονηροὺς ἀντὶ τῆς ταφῆς αὐτοῦ καὶ τοὺς πλουσίους ἀντὶ τοῦ 
θανάτου αὐτοῦ· ὅτι ἀνομίαν οὐκ ἐποίησεν, οὐδὲ εὑρέθη δόλος ἐν τῷ στόματι 
αὐτοῦ. 
 
9And I will give the wicked for his burial, and the rich for his death; for he 
practised no iniquity, nor craft with his mouth.  
 
Mark focuses only on the words ‘and the rich for his death’. He applies this 
to his fictional character Joseph, describing him as a ‘respected’ Councillor 
(member of the Sanhedrin). This gives Joseph a high social status and most 
likely wealth.174 Mark, again, interprets Isaiah 53:9 Christologically, by 
stating that a rich person is expected to supply the Messiah with a tomb 
after his suffering and death. Joseph is also presented as an obedient and 
pious man. Mark’s comment that he expected the Kingdom of God, is clearly 
meant to explain why a member of the Jewish ruling class would care 
enough about Jesus to ask Pilate permission to remove his body 
(Deut 21:22- 23).175 Jesus of course preached the Kingdom of God. It was, 
according to Mark (14:55) the Jewish Council who formed part of the 
opposition to Jesus. He therefore needs a reason why a member of this 
council would empathise with Jesus. Furthermore, describing Joseph as 
respected and brave, would make it more likely for Pilate to release the body 
to someone of Joseph’s status, rather than to his disciples who had no social 
status, and in any case were lying low.176  
 
According to Mark, Pilate is surprised at how quickly Jesus has died in 
verses 44-45. As explained above, it is unlikely that a person on the cross 
would have died within a few hours. Pilate’s surprise therefore serves to 
confirm that Jesus was really dead and not just in a coma. The centurion 
confirms that Jesus is dead in verse 44. This incident therefore countered 
 
174 Collins 2007: 776. 
175 Collins 2007: 776. 
176 Donahue and Harrington 2002: 454. 
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criticism which Mark would have faced, that death by crucifixion took longer 
than a few hours. Therefore, it seems fictional that Jesus died quickly. 
 
Next, Mark is creating a foundation for the discovery of the empty tomb. He 
comments that Joseph wraps him in linen, but there is no mention of the 
washing and the anointing of the body. Brown argues that this was due to 
the burial being dishonourable. The wrapping of the body was the absolute 
minimum that one would have been allowed to do for the dead. The problem 
is that Brown supplies no evidence for such a condition.177 According to 
Collins, it could be that, in the narrative, there was simply not enough time 
to wash the body before the Sabbath started.178 In any case we have no 
evidence that the preparation of a corpse would have been postponed due to 
the Sabbath. Probably Mark carefully omitted the washing and anointing of 
the body to provide a reason for the women to return to the grave on the first 
day of the week. 
 
The issue to be addressed next is how the women would have known the 
location of the tomb. This is why Mark narrates (Mk 15:47) that Mary of 
Magdala and Mary the mother of Joses saw where the corpse was laid.179 
The fact that Mark does not pinpoint the location of the tomb indicates the 
fictionality of the narrative. The women were also watching the crucifixion 
from afar (15:40). Although this seems as an afterthought, it makes sense in 
Mark’s narrative, as they would have had to be watching the cross to see 
where Joseph (a stranger) takes Jesus’ corpse.180 
 
In conclusion the burial in Mark is not based on historical information, as 
Paul, the earliest source, makes no reference to a tomb. Therefore, it is most 
probably fictional as only one independent source mentions it. The tomb 
narrative was created to supply a rationale why the Messiah had to suffer 
 
177 Brown 1988: 233-45. 
178 Collins 2007: 779. 
179 Collins 2007: 779; Donahue and Harrington 2002: 455. 
180 Collins 2007: 774. 
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and die (this is Mark’s messianic perspective) as opposed to contemporary 
Jewish expectations. The resurrection on a Sunday, is read back into the 
crucifixion narrative, to fit in with Christianity’s practice of worshipping on 
Sundays. This had to happen on the third day after the crucifixion, in 
accordance with the earliest creed, which was based upon Hosea 6:2-3.  
 
Mark had to tell his story in such a way as to account for the inactivity with 
regard to the anointing of Jesus’ body on the second day. Mark counts the 
days inclusively, as Jesus had to be resurrected on the third day. The only 
way to do this was to view or portray the second day as the Sabbath. 
 
In order to prepare the reader for the discovery of the empty tomb, Mark had 
to supply the following information: 
 
a) that Jesus was taken down from the cross late on Friday,  
b) buried in such a way that the place of burial could be discovered as 
empty and, 
c) have the women watching the crucifixion and gaining knowledge of the 
location of the tomb.  
 
Mark, therefore, created the fiction that Jesus was crucified on a Friday, 
died on the same day, and had women looking on at a distance.  
 
To overcome the problem that Jesus would not have had access to a tomb, 
the fictional character of Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Jewish 
Council, is introduced. In the context of the hostility of the Council to Jesus, 
Joseph is portrayed as the exception, because he sympathises with Jesus’ 
idea of the Kingdom of God.  
 
The Roman custom of crucifixion was to prolong the suffering as long as 
possible and to not allow victims to be buried. Mark addresses these 
problems by having Jesus dying unexpectedly quickly and by Pilate giving 




The final problem was the location of the tomb. It is solved by having the 
women following Joseph.  
 
The inspiration for Mark’s story was a Messianic reading of Isaiah 53:9. 
Mark also addresses the problem of why the corpse of Jesus needed 
anointing on the third day after his death. Joseph did the burial hastily as 
the Sabbath was close.  
 
For these reasons, as well as the vagueness of time and location, it is 
concluded that the burial narrative is a fiction by Mark to firstly, give 
narrative expression to a creedal formulation and secondly, to support 
Mark’s perspective of a dying and rising Messiah. Historically speaking, 
Jesus probably died some time during the Passover feast. His body hung on 
the cross for more than a day and, after his death, was probably put in a 
shallow mass grave. There were no witnesses of the events amongst Jesus’ 
followers.  
 
In the other Gospels, the tomb story only differs slightly. All the other 
Gospels used Mark 15:42-47 as a source and elaborated on or edited his 
story in order to give substance to their own perspectives.181  
 
The Gospel of Matthew 
 
Matthew was written a few years after Mark, between 80-90 CE.182 I have 
already established that Matthew used Mark as his main source, in a 
creative manner.183 It is imperative to explain why Matthew differs from 
Mark with regard to the entombment of Jesus.  
 
 
181 Luz 2005: 576; Helms 1988. 
182 See Chapter Three. 
183 See Chapter Three. 
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There are, of course, similarities between the versions of Mark and Matthew, 
indicating Matthew’s use of Mark as a source. These are: 
 
a) Women, from Galilee, were watching the crucifixion from a distance. 
One of them was Mary of Magdala and the other, Mary the mother of 
James and Joseph (Joses) (Mk 15:40-41 and Mt 27:56). 
b) The entombment takes place on the evening before the Sabbath. This 
is on the Friday, just before the commencement of the Sabbath at 
sunset (Mk 15:42 and Mt 27:57). 
c) Joseph of Arimathea is the person who took responsibility for the 
burial and who had requested the body from Pilate. (Mk 15:43-46 and 
Mt 27:57-60). 
d) Joseph rolled a stone before the entrance (Mk 15:46 and Mt 27:60). 
 
For the purpose of this study, the differences are more important. They are:  
 
a) The women watching from a distance in Matthew are named 
differently (Mt 27:56 cf Mk 15:40-41). 
b) Joseph of Arimathea is not a member of the Jewish Council but a 
disciple of Jesus (Mt 27:57 cf Mk 15:43-46). 
c) Joseph is depicted as wealthy in Matthew (Mt 27:57 cf Mk 15:43-46). 
d) Pilate’s surprise that Jesus had died so quickly is omitted in Matthew 
(cf Mk 15:44). 
e) He clearly specifies that Joseph wrapped the corpse in clean linen 
(Mt 27:59 cf Mk 15:46). 
f) The tomb belonged to Joseph, was new and had never been used 
before (Mt 27:59-60 cf Mk 15:46). 
g) The two Marys sat across the tomb (Mt 27:61 cf Mk 15:47). 
h) There is an additional scene about guards being placed at the tomb 
(Mt 27:62-66). 
 
I will now discuss the significance of Matthew’s deviations from Mark. With 
regard to the different women watching the crucifixion from a distance, the 
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following is remarkable. Mark omits Salome and replaces her with the 
mother of the sons of Zebedee, two of Jesus’ disciples (Mt 27:56). The reason 
is probably to portray the witnesses as being closer to Jesus’ circle of friends 
(see Mt 10:3 for the list of disciples). An unknown Salome is replaced with a 
known person.184 The inclusion of the women here was also to familiarise 
the reader with their characters as they will appear again at the discovery of 
empty tomb.185  
 
In Matthew, Joseph is not a member of the Council but a rich man and a 
disciple of Jesus. In this way he overcomes the problem of why a member of 
the Council, which ruled against Jesus, would now support Jesus.186 We 
can see from the resurrection narrative in Matthew, that the author was not 
fond of the Jewish authorities. They bribe guards in Matthew 28:15. In 
27:25 Matthew relates that the Jews declare that the curse of Jesus’ blood 
will be on them and their children. The reason for his anti-Semitism might 
be that, at the time of writing the Gospel, there was still vehement 
opposition from non-Christian Jews, to the idea of Jesus as the Messiah. 
These traditional Jews probably also accused the Christians of abandoning 
the Law.187 It would then make sense not to portray Joseph as a member of 
the Jewish Council, but as a disciple. Moreover, by describing Joseph as a 
disciple also softens the fact that Jesus was abandoned by his close 
disciples (Mt 26:56). Joseph is not mentioned in Matthew as one of the 
original disciples (Mt 10:3). Matthew also does not provide any information 
on how he became a disciple. The importance of this point for Matthew was 
that at least ‘one’ disciple did not forsake Jesus.188 Harrington argues that 
calling Joseph a disciple was Matthew’s way of correcting the vagueness of 
Mark’s ‘looking for the kingdom’ and including Joseph pertinently as a 
 
184 Luz 2005: 574. 
185 Luz 2005: 574-575. 
186 Harrington 1991: 405. 
187 Ehrman 2000: 94. 
188 Luz 2005: 577. 
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member of Jesus’ followers.189 The fact is, however, that Joseph is obviously 
a fictional character introduced for propagandistic purposes.  
 
Matthew also describes Joseph as wealthy. This is different from Mark who 
only alludes to Joseph’s wealth. However, in both cases the figure of Joseph 
relates to Isaiah 53.9.190 Matthew makes explicit that which is implicit in 
Mark. In this way the connection with Isaiah 53 is strengthened. Again, a 
connection with a supposedly Messianic prophecy in the Septuagint is 
regarded as more important than historical facts. 
  
Matthew completely omits the Markan scene where Pilate is surprised at 
how quickly Jesus has died. The reason for this omission is unknown. We 
can simply assume that it was not important for Matthew or his readers. 
 
He does, however, stay true to Jewish burial customs and changes the 
Markan narrative to describe the tomb as new and to state that clean linen 
was used (Matthew 27:59-60). According to Luz, the inclusion of the clean 
linen could have some associations with ritual purity.191 To my mind, the 
clean linen lifts the status of Jesus and indicates a more honourable burial 
over and against the Roman treatment of the corpses of executed criminals.  
 
Matthew also emphasises the newness of the tomb. This could be for a 
number of reasons. Firstly, to point out that that Jesus would be the first to 
be laid in the tomb as would be the case of people with a higher status. 
Secondly, in the debates about Jesus’ resurrection in Matthew’s time, the 
argument could have been made that the corpse or remains of Jesus was 
still in the tomb together with those of others. A new tomb, in which nobody 
had been laid before, neutralises this argument. It implies no confusion 
whatsoever with regard to the emptiness of the tomb.192 Thirdly, Matthew 
 
189 Harrington 1991: 401. 
190 See previous Section. 
191 Luz 2005: 578. 
192 Luz 2005: 579. 
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must have wanted to stress that the tomb had not been made unclean by 
previous corpses. He knew that the Jews believed that corpses were unclean 
(Numbers 5:2; 9-7).193 Lastly, the new linen and tomb could show a more 
honourable and noble burial. Matthew starts his gospel describing how 
Jesus descends from the line of David. Therefore, to my mind, the 
description of the tomb indicated royalty (Mt 1:1-17). On a semiotic level, 
these additions raise the status of Jesus, making his burial more 
honourable and noble.  
 
Matthew also does not reveal the location of the grave. He adds that the two 
women, Mary of Magdala and the other Mary were sitting opposite the grave. 
It is unclear where the mother of the Zebedees went, but she is no longer 
present. The reason for the women sitting across from the tomb, was to 
create suspense and to confirm that the location of the tomb was known. 
Matthew does not indicate when they left the scene. He probably implies 
that they departed after Joseph rolled the stone before the opening. 
 
Matthew adds a new scene to the tomb narrative. The morning of the 
Sabbath, the chief priests and the Pharisees ask Pilate to place guards at the 
tomb, as they fear the disciples would steal the corpse of Jesus 
(Mt 27:62-66). They remind him, that Jesus had predicted that he would rise 
after three days. Here, Matthew draws attention to the three days and 
creates suspense in the narrative. It would counter the argument that the 
body was stolen. It also shows the wickedness of the Jewish leaders who lie 
about the fact of the resurrection until the very end.194 This scene is 
obviously fictional, because the Jewish leaders could not have known about 
the predictions. Jesus was not in Jerusalem at the time when these 
predictions supposedly occurred. Furthermore, as I had indicated these 
predictions are fictional.195 
 
193 Lüdemann 2001: 249; The same holds true for the Greeks and the Romans, see 
Lennon 2014: 136-137 and Burkert 1985: 192. 
194 Luz 2005: 586. This is another example of Matthew’s anti-Semitism. 




Pilate grants this request in verses 65-66 and the Jewish leaders officially 
seal the tomb and place it under guard. Matthew thus introduces the 
perspective that the Jewish leaders had the tomb guarded and would 
therefore have known of the resurrection. It also confirms that the place of 
burial was known, not only by Jesus’ followers (Joseph and the women), but 
also by his enemies (the Jewish leaders who placed a guard).196 In addition 
the possibility that anybody could steal the body is precluded. 
 
According to Streeter, ‘Matthew is a fresh edition of Mark, revised, 
rearranged and enriched with new material.’197 The fictional additions of the 
tomb scene by Matthew fulfils the following functions:  
 
a) It paints the Jews strongly as the antagonists against the background 
of growing distance between the fledgling church and the synagogues. 
b) It precludes the possibility that the body of Jesus was stolen, in a time 
where the empty tomb tradition became settled. 
c) It elevates Jesus to Messianic status giving him a burial he deserves. 
d) It enhances the idea that Jesus’ followers are the protagonists by 
being present at the crucifixion and the burial.  
e) The owner of the tomb is still Joseph of Arimathea, but now distanced 
from the Jews and presented as a disciple of Jesus.  
 
I will now look at the Lukan narrative with regard to the tomb and compare 
it to Mark’s version.  
 
 
196 Harrington 1991: 406. 
197 Streeter 1951: 53. 
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The Gospel of Luke 
 
Luke was written between 80-85 CE.198 I have already established that Luke 
used Mark as his source.199 Following the same method as the section 
above, I will compare the similarities and differences between the 
descriptions of Jesus’ burial in Mark and Luke.  
 
The similarities are as follows: 
 
a) Women, from Galilee were watching the crucifixion from a distance 
(Mk 15:40-41 and Lk 23:49). 
b) The time of the entombment takes place on the evening before the 
Sabbath. This is on the Friday, just before the commencement of the 
Sabbath at sunset (Mk 15:42 and Lk 23:54). 
c) Joseph of Arimathea is the person who took responsibility for the 
burial and who had requested the body from Pilate (Mk 15:43-46 and 
Lk 23:50-54). 
d) Joseph was a member of the Council and looked forward to the 
Kingdom of Heaven (Mk 15:43 and Lk 23:51). 
e) Jesus was wrapped in linen and laid in a tomb cut from rock 
(Mk 15:46 and Lk 23:53). 
f) The women saw where the body of Jesus was entombed. (Mk 15:47 
and Lk 23:55). 
 
The differences from the Markan narrative are as follows: 
 
a) All Jesus’ friends were observing at a distance (Lk 23:49 cf 
Mk 15:40-41). 
b) Joseph was against the Council’s actions and policies, and Arimathea 
is described as a Judaean town (Lk 23:51 cf Mk 15:43-46). 
 
198 See Chapter Three. 
199 See Chapter Three. 
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c) There is no mention of a large stone in front of the tomb (Mk 15:46). 
d) The women left the vicinity of the tomb and prepared spices and 
perfumes before the start of the Sabbath. The women are not 
mentioned by name (Lk 23:55-56 cf Mk 15:47). 
 
The first difference from the Markan narrative is the inclusion of all Jesus’ 
friends in Luke 23:49 as witnesses to the crucifixion. They are not 
mentioned by name. Therefore, in the context, it should refer to the 
disciples, as well as other friends of Jesus. The question is why Luke added 
this information. Bovon argues that the phrase ‘all his friends’ was added to 
develop the perspective that men outside of Jesus’ close circle may become 
disciples.200 To my mind this is not a satisfactory explanation on the 
narrative level. Firstly, Luke needs to prepare the reader for the appearances 
of the resurrected Jesus. In Luke 24:13 Jesus appeared to the δύο ἐξ αὐτῶν 
(two men from his close circle), that is, from Jesus’ broader group of friends. 
They are not part of the twelve disciples. It strengthens Luke’s missionary 
perspective that the gospel extends from the close circle to an increasing 
social and geographical area (Ac 1:8).  
 
Secondly, I would argue that Luke wants to add males to Mark’s exclusively 
female group of witnesses to the passion events. Women’s testimony was not 
regarded as credible.201 By including men as witnesses (cf the male form 
πορευόμενοι, Lk 24:13) Luke strengthens the reliability of his later narrative 
of the resurrection appearances. More so, since these men were not part of 
Jesus’ close group of disciples. Remarkably, compared with Mark 14:50, the 
disciples did not flee, but remained in Jerusalem, though at a distance from 
Jesus. We can therefore conclude that originally the disciples did not 
witness the crucifixion. Luke created this fiction to render the witnesses to 
the resurrected Jesus more credible. The women are not mentioned by 
name. However, this is not important as Luke does so later (Lk 24:10).  
 
 
200 Bovon 2012: 328 -329. 
201 Josephus, Antiquitates Judaicae IV:107, section 219 (15). 
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Luke agrees with Mark that Joseph was a member of the Jewish Council, 
but adds that he did not agree with their action against Jesus 
(cf Lk 23:1,51). By focusing on Joseph’s good qualities in 23:50, and his 
dissent from the Council, Luke absolves him of being an accessory to Jesus’ 
demise.202 He strengthens Mark’s perspective by supplying another reason 
why a member of the Council would take care of Jesus’ body. 
 
The fact that Luke locates Arimathea in Judaea is telling. According to 
Bovon, he probably provided information for the benefit of his Gentile 
audience.203 I would rather argue that Luke is preparing his readers in a 
proleptic kind of way that the gospel will spread from Jerusalem to Judaea 
and further (Ac 1:8). There is no agreement on the location of Arimathaea. 
 
When Joseph asks for Jesus’ body, Luke does not portray Pilate as surprised 
that Jesus had died so quickly. The reason is probably because Luke did not 
envisage that his audience would find it strange.  
 
Luke describes the tomb as unused (Lk 23:53). One can assume that he 
does this, like Matthew, to render Jesus’ burial more honourably. It may be 
argued that Matthew and Luke shared the same source, but their differences 
otherwise with regard to the entombment make it improbable. Matthew and 
Luke simply make explicit that which is implicit in Mark. 
 
In verses 55-56 the women took note of the location of the tomb. Then they 
left to prepare spices and perfume, thus creating a reason for their return 
after the Sabbath was over.  
 
In conclusion, the tomb narrative in Luke seems shorter and more precise, 
although the basic thread of the story is similar to Mark. It is clearly a 
development of the Markan narrative and thus fictional. Luke adds certain 
information to strengthen his perspective that the gospel is to be spread 
 
202 Bovon 2012: 330-331. 
203 Bovon 2012: 330. 
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much wider than the close Jewish circle of Jesus. His other additions are to 
make explicit what Mark left implicit—particularly by describing the 
entombment of Jesus in such a way as to enhance his Messianic status. 
 
Lastly, I will compare the burial narrative in John with the Synoptics.  
 
The Gospel of John 
 
John was written between 95-100 CE.204 This is a significant time period 
after the death of Jesus. There has been much debate about the 
independence of John. Dodd argues that in John the words and deeds of 
Jesus have every right to be considered as old as the traditions in the 
Synoptics. The Gospel, according to him, reflects three stages of 
development. Firstly, there were memories of what Jesus said, and these 
were transmitted orally. Secondly, these memories were adapted by the 
Johannine community that preserved them. Lastly, the evangelist penned 
these memories down into a written gospel. According to this theory, the 
Synoptics and John would constitute independent witnesses.205 The 
methodological implication is then that John should be studied as an 
independent witness to the life of Jesus, supplying authentic information of 
events not found in the Synoptics.206  
 
Brown, however, argues that the author of the Gospel of John most 
definitely had knowledge of the pre-Gospel traditions, be it oral or written. 
Therefore, the question of whether John had access to the final form of Mark 
or the other Gospels, is not methodologically important. A careful 
comparison of John with the synoptics shows that John was familiar with 
the synoptic traditions. He shows commonalities especially with Luke. The 
methodological implication is that, to reconstruct the events surrounding 
 
204 See Ehrman 2000:41 for the dating of the Gospels. 
205 Brown 1997: 363-364. 
206 Brown 1997: 365. 
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the burial and resurrection scenes, one should start off by comparing John’s 
narratives with those of the Synoptics.207 
 
In the Gospel of John, the evangelist supplies a slightly different narrative to 
that of the Synoptics, with regard to the burial of Jesus. I will follow the 
same method as previously described and attempt to account for the 
differences between John and the synoptics with regard to the burial of 
Jesus. 
 
The partial similarities are: 
 
a) It is implied, though not stated explicitly, that the mother of Jesus, 
Mary of Magdala, Mary the wife of Clopas, and the Beloved Disciple, 
described as being present at the cross, saw where the body was 
taken. On the Sunday morning, Mary of Magdala knew where to go. 
(Jn 19:25-27; 20:1).  
b) The entombment takes place on the evening before the Sabbath.208 
This is on the Friday, just before the commencement of the Sabbath at 
sunset (Mk 15:42; Mt 27:57; Lk 23:54; and Jn 19:42). 
c) Joseph of Arimathea is the person who took responsibility for the 
burial and who had requested the body from Pilate (Mk 15:43-46; 
Mt 27:57-58; Lk 23:50-52; and John 19:38). 
d) Joseph was a secret disciple of Jesus (Mt 27:57 cf John 19:38). 
e) The owner of the tomb is not indicated (Mk 15:46; Lk 23:52; and John 
19:42). However, Matthew indicates Joseph of Arimathea as the owner 
(Mt 27:60).  
 
 
207 Brown 1997: 365 
208 Interestingly enough, for John, Jesus is crucified on the Thursday (Jn 18:28; 29:14), but 
only buried on the Friday. This would fit in better with what we know of Roman crucifixion, 
that it took a full day for the crucified to die. See also Haenchen 1980: 178. 
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The differences are:  
 
a) The persons who knew where the body of Jesus was buried, differ. In 
John they were Mary, the mother of Jesus, Mary of Magdala, Mary the 
wife of Clopas and the Beloved Disciple. (Jn 19:26-27).  
b) Pilate shows no surprise at how quickly Jesus has died (Mk 15:44-45 
cf Jn 19:38). 
c) A new character is introduced who, alongside Joseph, takes 
responsibility for the burial of the body of Jesus, namely Nicodemus 
(Jn 19:39).  
d) Nicodemus brings with him a mixture of myrrh and aloes (Jn 19:40). 
e) Joseph and Nicodemus wrapped the corpse in strips of linen cloth 
with the spices (Jn 19:31). 
f) The tomb was in a garden, close to where Jesus was crucified. The 
reason why this tomb was chosen, was because the Sabbath was near, 
and they had to do the burial quickly (Mk 15:46; Mt 27:60; Lk 23:53; 
Jn 19:41-42). 
 
The first difference between John and the Synoptics is that the names of 
those witnessing the crucifixion (and the removal of the body), differ. Mary, 
the mother of Jesus is added, as well as the Beloved Disciple, whilst Salome 
and Joanna are absent. John has a strong focus on the Beloved Disciple and 
even associate him with taking care of the mother of Jesus; he takes the 
place of Jesus. In the Johannine community, the Beloved Disciple stands in 
the centre, and not Peter. It is a good example of how a situation current at 
the time of writing, is read back into the events surrounding the crucifixion. 
It shows no independent corroboration of anybody witnessing what 
happened to the body of the dead Jesus. John does not state that the 
disciples have fled; in fact, he presupposes a settled Christian community in 
Jerusalem, which is improbable, as the disciples clearly fled back to Galilee 




Pilate shows no surprise at how quickly Jesus had died. In John 18:28 it is 
indicated that Jesus was crucified on the Thursday before the eating of the 
Passover meal. This would imply that the body of Jesus remained on the 
cross for at least 24 hours. John therefore had no need to have Jesus die 
quickly and is therefore more in line with what probably happened.  
 
A new character is introduced in 19:39, Nicodemus. He is described as a 
man who visited Jesus at night (Jn 3:1-12), as well as arguing with the 
Sanhedrin that a man should be heard before being judged (Jn 7:50-51). He 
brought a large amount of myrrh and aloes for the burial, about 33kg. 
Joseph and Nicodemus follow Jewish burial customs by wrapping Jesus’ 
body with spices in strips of linen cloth. The problems with John’s 
description of the preparation of the corpse are two-fold: 
 
a) Why do we have men anointing Jesus’ corpse, whilst the Synoptics 
refer to women?  
b) How could it have been possible to do all this in the short time before 
the start of the Sabbath? 
 
With regard to the first question, the third CE Jewish tractate, Semahot, 
allows men to prepare a man’s corpse. Women, however, could prepare both 
male and female corpses.209 Therefore, John, knowing Jewish customs, 
could plausibly refer to men. Brown argues that he did this to address 
problems in his own time. There were men who secretly sympathised with 
Johannine Christianity, but fearing rejection from their own Jewish 
community, did not participate. John is giving them an example of how to be 
involved.210 John argues that the specification of the aromatic oils as myrrh 
and aloe, presents Jesus’ burial as that of a king. This fits in with the 
description of the tomb as unused and situated in a garden. The kings of 
Judaea, for example, were buried in a garden (2 Kings 21:18-26). 
 
 
209 Zlotnik 1966. 
210 Brown 1970: 959-960. 
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John probably knew the synoptic traditions. His deviations from them reflect 
a perspective to emphasise the Beloved Disciple as central to the 
community, to make room for secret disciples and to emphasise the royalty 




Mark is our earliest source. We have established that Mark did not base his 
narrative of Jesus’ burial on historical information. Mark produced the 
burial narrative by creatively turning scriptures like Hosea 6:2-3, Isaiah 53 
and Deuteronomy 21:22-23 into a narrative format, interpreting them 
Christologically. He therefore gives a narrative content to earlier creeds.  
 
Mark also cleverly navigates around known problems, for example, that 
Jesus would not have been buried in the light of Roman customs 
surrounding a crucifixion. A further related problem was to have the empty 
tomb signifying the resurrection, to be discovered empty on the third day. 
This was necessary to synchronise the narrative with the earlier creed.211 To 
achieve this Jesus had to die on the Friday. His body also had to be put in a 
tomb shortly before the start of the Sabbath. This was in order to give the 
women a reason to go to the tomb on Sunday, that is, to anoint the body. 
Women had the task of preparing corpses for funerals. In any case, the 
disciples had fled. This supplies a veneer of credibility to the narrative. 
 
Historically speaking it seems certain that Jesus was crucified, that it 
happened sometime during the Passover festival in Jerusalem, that his body 
was not released for burial and that his disciples had fled probably to 
Galilee. That is all we can know with relative certainty.  
 
Mark created the character of Joseph of Arimathea, to produce a credible 
context for the removal and burial of the body. The scene of the women from 
 
211 See Chapter Two. 
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Jesus’ close circle, watching from a distance, is also part of Mark’s creative 
fiction, to prepare the reader for the discovery of the empty tomb.  
 
Matthew is reliant on Mark and does not supply independent evidence for 
Jesus’ entombment. Where he changed the story of Mark, it was to 
strengthen his animosity towards the Jews, for example stating that Joseph 
was not a member of the Jewish Council. He also has the Council organising 
guards at the tomb to address criticism during his own time, that the body 
might have been stolen. Matthew also strengthens Mark’s Messianic 
perspective, by describing the tomb and the linen as new. 
 
Similarly, Luke also is dependent on Mark. His typical perspective is that the 
gospel is to spread from Jerusalem to Judaea and further. This is why he 
specifically identifies Arimathea as a city in Judaea, and that males from 
Jesus’ wider circle witnessed the crucifixion and burial. In this way he 
proleptically prepares the reader for the spreading of the gospel outside of 
Jerusalem. 
 
John is knowledgeable about the entombment narratives in the Synoptics. 
His unique features are to emphasise the Beloved Disciple as central to the 
Johannine communities, to address the problem of secret discipleship in his 
own time, and to strengthen the Messianic, that is royal and divine status, of 
Jesus. This is why Joseph becomes a secret disciple and why another one, 
Nicodemus, is introduced into the narrative.  
 
The table below compares the differences and similarities between all four 
the Gospels.212  
 
212 The fundamentalist argument that each Gospel simply provides additional information is 
clearly flawed. Joseph, for example, could not have simultaneously been, and not been a 













s Mary of Magdala, Mary 
the mother of James the 
younger and Joses, and 
Salome. They all followed 
Jesus from Galilee. 
Mary of Magdala, Mary 
the mother of James and 
Joseph, the mother of the 
sons of Zebedee. They 
are from Galilee 
Jesus’ friends were 
standing at a distance, 
together with the women 
from Galilee. 
Implied: Mary, the mother 
of Jesus, Mary of 
Magdala, Mary the wife of 





 By the time evening had 
come, shortly before the 
Sabbath. 
By the time evening had 
come, shortly before the 
Sabbath. 
By the time evening had 
come, shortly before the 
Sabbath. 
By the time evening had 













Joseph of Arimathea, a 
Council member; he 
looked forward to the 
Kingdom of God. He 
asked Pilate for the body. 
Joseph of Arimathea, a 
wealth disciple of Jesus. 
He asked Pilate for the 
body. 
Joseph of Arimathea, a 
Council member. He was 
a good and upright man, 
who isagreed with the 
Council’s actions and 
policies. He looked 
forward to the kingdom of 
heaven and asked Pilate 
for the body 
Joseph of Arimathea, a 
secret disciple of Jesus 
who feared the Jews. He 
asked Pilate for the body.  
Nicodemus, who brought 





Pilate was surprised to 
hear he died so quickly. 
Sent for the centurion to 
make sure he was really 
dead. Then he released 
the body to Joseph. 
Pilate ordered that 
Joseph may remove the 
body. 
It is implied that Pilate 
released the body. 
Pilate consented to the 





Joseph wrapped him in a 
linen sheet he had 
bought. 
Joseph wrapped the body 
in a clean linen sheet. 
Joseph wrapped the body 
in a linen sheet. 
Joseph and Nicodemus 
wrapped the body with 
spices in strips of linen 
cloth, it was proper 









It was cut from rock, with 
a stone rolled before it. 
Joseph’s unused tomb, 
cut from rock, with a large 
stone before the entrance 














Unknown Unknown Unknown Near the place where he 




















Mary of Magdala, Mary 
the mother of Joses. 
 
Mary of Magdala, the 
other Mary. They sat 
opposite the grave. 
 
The women who 
accompanied Jesus from 
Galilee. 
Implied: the Beloved 
Disciple, Mary of 
Magdala, Mary the wife of 
Clopas, Mary the mother 






-  The Jewish Council, 
petitioned Pilate for 
guards and requested 
that the tomb was placed 
under guard and sealed. 
-   
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Chapter Five: The Empty Tomb and Appearances of 
the Resurrected Jesus in the Gospels 
 
The Gospel of Mark 
 
In this section, I will explore Mark’s version regarding the discovery of the 
empty tomb. I will investigate Mark’s narrative perspective with regard to the 
women’s visit to the grave, their interaction with the angel and its message, 
and the reason why the appearance of Jesus to his disciples is only implied. 
In the rest of the chapter, I will compare Mark’s version with the other 
Gospels in terms of similarities and differences. 
 
Mark 16:1 introduces the empty tomb narrative with ‘when the Sabbath was 
over’. He creates this fiction, because of his knowledge of the early Christian 
kerygma that Jesus had died and was raised on the third day.213 
 
The women mentioned are Mary of Magdala, Mary the mother of James, and 
Salome. The names of the women are the same as in Mark 15:40. The 
reason supplied for the visit in Mark 16:1 is to anoint the body of Jesus.  
 
Typically, a Jewish burial would have been done as follows:214 
 
a) Burial took place on the day of the death. If the death occurred at 
night, burial would take place the following day. 
b) The body was washed immediately and wrapped in cloth. 
c) Afterwards, the body was laid to rest in a tomb. 
d) Once the body had decomposed, the bones were collected and placed 
in an ossuary.  
 
 
213 Donahue and Harrington 2002: 459. See Chapter Two for a full discussion. 
214 Evans 2005. 
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We have seen in Mark’s previous chapter (Mk 15:46) that Joseph did not 
wash or anoint the body. In the Gospel of John, Joseph and Nicodemus 
completed the burial ritual and I have argued that men were allowed to 
perform these rites. In Mark however, since the disciples had already fled, 
they could not do it. Therefore, Mark needed persons close to Jesus to 
discover the empty tomb, a sign of the resurrection. He does this by creating 
a credible fiction that the women went to the tomb, on the day after the 
Sabbath, to anoint Jesus’ body.215 
 
I have already established that Mark supplies a resurrection narrative based 
on an earlier Christian creed. His version is also based upon a profile of the 
Messiah which was constructed from certain texts in the Hebrew Testament. 
Mark has therefore already created anticipation for the empty tomb. He did 
this by referring to the predictions of the death and resurrection, providing 
the body of Jesus with a burial place, and by supplying reasons for why the 
women visited the grave. He does not describe the resurrection but implies 
it, as the women found the stone rolled back and the tomb empty.216 The 
absence of Jesus’ body could of course have had various explanations. The 
women could have gone to the wrong tomb for example, or the body could 
have been moved. To solve these quandaries for the reader, Mark introduces 
a divine character to explain why the tomb was empty.217 
 
The women find a young man, dressed in white, sitting inside the tomb, on 
the right hand of the absent body (Mk 16:5). Three questions immediately 
present itself. Firstly, the identity of the person(s) who rolled the stone away, 
secondly, whether the young man was human or divine, and thirdly, why he 
sits at the right hand.  
 
The removal of the stone is designated in the passive ἀποκεκύλισται 
(Mk 16:4). As Mark does not indicate the agent, the verb only suggests that 
 
215 Donahue and Harrington 2002: 457. 
216 Collins 2007: 781. 
217 Collins 2007: 782. 
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Jesus’ body was no longer in the tomb, but that he was resurrected. Mark 
does not find it necessary to supply the agent. Possibly this is an example of 
the passivum divinum indicating the agent as God.  
 
Mark’s readers would have identified the young man as an angel bringing a 
divine message. In 16:6 he has supernatural knowledge, he knows why the 
women have come to the tomb, he is aware of Jesus’ identity and he 
interprets the scene for them as a resurrection. In 16:7 he also gives them 
knowledge of the future, namely that the disciples would see Jesus in 
Galilee. The young man also has knowledge of the past (see Mk 14:28), that 
is, the prediction Jesus gave to his disciples with regard to seeing him in 
Galilee. 
 
Furthermore, the young man is described as wearing a white robe (στολήν 
λευκήν). In Acts 1:10, where Luke narrates the ascension of Jesus, two men, 
clothed in white, miraculously appear to the disciples. White clothes, 
therefore, identify beings as angels, as divine messengers. Elsewhere, for 
example 2 Maccabees 3:26, 33 angels are also described as young men, 
dressed in radiant garments.218  
 
The presence of the angel directly designates the narrative as myth, 
according to the definition that a myth contains a story where characters 
from the natural and supernatural realms interact.219 This is a further 
argument for the fictionality of this scene.  
 
The angel sitting on the right signifies a position of authority.220 It also 
prefigures the divine position of the resurrected Jesus in heaven 
(Mk 12:36).221  
 
 
218 See REB ad loc. 
219 Harris and Platzner 2012: 16. 
220 Lüdemann 2004: 86. 
221 Collins 2007: 795. 
79 
 
In verses 6-7 the young man instructs them not to be alarmed. Humans are 
often struck by awe and fear because of an epiphany (Exodus 20:18 and 
Psalm 48:5-6). Moreover, angels often take the role of interpreting or 
explaining something. In Daniel 8:15-17, the angel Gabriel was instructed to 
explain a vision. Mark therefore unambiguously indicate the young man as 
an angel, interpreting the empty tomb as a sign of the resurrection. 
 
Finally, we need to explain the narrative function of the appearance of the 
angel. The angel interprets the empty tomb by referring to the resurrection of 
the crucified Jesus of Nazareth, connecting it with the predictions in 
Mark 8:31 and 9:31. Mark does not describe a resurrection appearance. The 
message of the angel is his ‘proof’. A mythological argument of authenticity 
is made in verse 6, as the angel proclaims that Jesus has risen, because the 
place where his body has been laid, is empty. Lüdemann rightly states that 
the interaction with an angel was created by Mark to counter the argument 
that an empty tomb does not necessarily prove a resurrection. The testimony 
of a supernatural agent, obviously, does.222 
 
The next part of the scene is where the young man instructs the women to 
inform the disciples and Peter that they would see Jesus in Galilee, as he 
has predicted. This is to correspond with the creed Mark knew, that Jesus 
appeared to Peter and the Twelve.223 Mark does not describe the meeting 
between Jesus and the disciples. The burial and resurrection so far were 
‘proved’ by giving narrative content to presumed predictions from the 
Septuagint (Is. 53:9,12; Hos. 6:2; Dt. 21:22-23). This tells us something of 
the mindset of Mark and his readers. The supposed ‘fulfilment’ of predictions 
had more evidentiary value than empirical evidence. This apocalyptic mind 
frame was decisive. Mark does imply that the disciples met with Jesus, but 
 
222 Lüdemann 2004: 113. 
223 Hendriksen 1975: 681; also see 1 Corinthians 15:1-9. 
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he does not describe such a meeting in detail. To my mind this is because he 
could not find a text in the Septuagint to ‘predict’ it.224 
 
The most baffling part of Mark’s gospel is what the women do with the 
information of Jesus’ resurrection. In verse 8, they ran away and said 
nothing for they were afraid. According to Lüdemann, Mark emphasises 
their silence to explain why he is the first one to tell the story of the empty 
tomb.225 Collins explains their dumbfounded emotional reaction as typical of 
an epiphany.226 I agree with Lüdemann as this explanation fits in with 
Mark’s perspective to continually explain why Jesus was not seen by all as 
the Messiah.227 Mark did not experience it as problematic that the women 
apparently did not tell the disciples. Here ends Mark’s gospel without 
supplying any explicit eyewitness testimony. Since Paul knew a tradition 
that Jesus appeared to Peter and the twelve (1 Cor. 15:5) and it is implied 
here as well, we may conclude that such a tradition existed. Mark’s 
knowledge was that it happened in Galilee.  
 
Mark’s description of the empty tomb has little or no historical value. The 
angel who interprets the scene for the women, is a supernatural agent. This 
identifies the story as mythos. It is not credible that an angel with 
supernatural knowledge would refer to predictions that Jesus had made 
earlier in the Gospel (Mk 8:31; 9:31), based upon texts like Isaiah 53:9, 12, 
Hosea 6:2, and Deuteronomy 21:22-23, and, moreover, which are taken 
completely out of context. I have argued that the empty tomb found on the 
third day, as well as the angels’ instruction to the women to tell the disciples 
to go to Galilee, are fictional constructions by Mark, to give narrative content 
to the creed he knew, namely that Jesus had appeared to Peter and the 
 
224 To my knowledge no commentary has raised this point. Mark’s creative narrative is 
based on certain Messianic readings of passages of the Septuagint, for example Jesus’ 
suffering, crucifixion, burial and resurrection on the third day.  
225 Lüdemann 2004: 86. 
226 Collins 2007: 797. 
227 On the Messianic secret see Collins 2007.  
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Twelve. The fiction of the women finding the grave empty, is to supply a 
reason why somebody went to the tomb, as women had the task to prepare 
corpses for burial. Finally, Mark informs the reader that the women told 
nobody about what they had seen. He therefore supplies a reason why, more 
than thirty years after the crucifixion, he is the first one to tell the story.  
 
I will now proceed to compare how the other Gospels differ from Mark’s 
narrative of the empty tomb.  
 
The Gospel of Matthew 
 
I have already established that Matthew used Mark as his main source.228 
With regard to the narratives of the empty tomb and the appearances of 
Jesus, I will compare Matthew with Mark and highlight the similarities but 
especially attempt to explain the differences in order to establish whether 
Matthew supplies independent historical evidence for the resurrection.  
 
There are, of course, similarities between the versions of Mark and Matthew: 
 
a) Women visit the grave on the first day of the week (Mk 16:1 and 
Mt 28:1). 
b) There was a supernatural being present who spoke to the women; the 
words are almost identical to that in Mark. (Mk 16:5-7 and Mt 28:2-7). 
c) The women hurried away (Mk 16:8 and Mt 28:8). 
 
 
228 See Chapter Three. 
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For the purpose of this study, the differences are more important. They are: 
  
a) The names of the women and their reason for visiting the tomb are 
different in Matthew (Mt 28:1 cf Mk 16:1). 
b) The angel is clearly defined as such. He descends from heaven 
immediately after a violent earthquake and rolls away the stone 
(Mt 28:2). 
c) On seeing him, the guards fell on the ground as if dead (Mt 28:4). 
d) The women ran away to tell the disciples. They were not afraid but in 
awe and great joy (Mt 28:8). 
e) Jesus then appears to the women while they were on their way 
(Mt 28:9). 
f) The guards reported the incident to the chief priests who offered them 
a bribe and protection from the governor, provided that they claim the 
disciples stole the body (Mt 28:12-15). 
g) The disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain. They saw Jesus, and 
knelt in worship, while some still doubted. Jesus instructs them to 
make disciples of all nations (Mt 29:16-20). 
 
The first difference has to do with the names of the women. Mark calls them 
Mary of Magdala, Mary the mother of Joses and Salome (Mark 16:1). 
Matthew has Mary of Magdala and the other Mary (Mt 28:1). The reason for 
this change is unknown. They visit the tomb, not to prepare the body, but to 
look at it. In Matthew’s narrative, an anonymous woman had already 
prepared Jesus body for his burial when he was still alive (Mt 26:12). 
Furthermore, the stone and the presence of the guards would have 
prevented access to Jesus’ body. Clearly Matthew shared Mark’s concern to 
have someone discover the empty grave. 229  
 
After the women arrive at the tomb, there is a dramatic scene starting with 
an earthquake. As in Kings 19:11 and Nahum 1:5 an earthquake is 
 
229 Luz 2005: 594. 
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associated with the activity of God. In Euripides’ Bacchae and Acts 16:26 an 
earthquake precedes an escape from prison.230 Perhaps Matthew indicates 
that the earthquake signifies Jesus’ escape from the prison of his tomb. 
Directly after this, an angel descends from heaven, rolls the stone away and 
sits on it. The guards tremble and fall down appearing to be dead 
(Mt 28:2-4). The evangelist is creating a dramatic epiphany to illustrate the 
power and obvious intervention of God in this scene.231 Remarkably Jesus 
escapes from his tomb before the stone is rolled away, indicating his divine 
nature. Nobody witnesses it. 
 
The fact that Matthew extends miraculous events associated with the 
resurrection to the pagan soldiers, indicates his perspective to add 
independent witnesses. It is obviously fictional as we only have Matthew as 
the single source for this event. 232  
 
The next scene centres on the appearance of Jesus to the women. Matthew 
describes them as filled with awe and joy. This is to remove any doubt that 
they reported what they had seen to the disciples. Matthew thus removes the 
paradox in Mark (Mt 28:9-10) that Jesus instructed the women to tell the 
disciples what they had seen, but they did not do it because of fear. This is a 
new idea and clearly an addition by Matthew and not supported by any prior 
tradition.233 When Jesus appears to the women, they clasp his feet and 
kneels before him. Their actions point forward in a proleptic way to the 
scene in Matthew 28:17 where the disciples do the same by worshipping 
Jesus as the Messiah.234 
 
The next issue is to explain how the women could recognise a divine being 
who escaped from a sealed tomb. Matthew simply assigns some bodily 
 
230 Euripides, Bacchae 585 and REB ad Loc. 
231 Luz 2005: 595. 
232 Luz 2005: 596. 
233 Lüdemann 2004:94. 
234 Lüdemann 2004: 94. 
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features to this being. The women were able to clasp his feet. Matthew refers 
to two senses, vision and touch, when it comes to the body of the 
resurrected Jesus.235 For this reason he describes the resurrected Messiah 
as having the minimum bodily features to make recognition possible. Like 
the angel, Jesus instructs the women to inform the disciples that they would 
meet him in Galilee.  
 
The bribing of the guards by the Jewish authorities is inserted by Matthew. 
They were instructed to say that the body of Jesus was stolen (Mt 28:11-15). 
This addition was naturally added to contradict the claims from the Jews 
that the disciples stole the body.236 It serves another purpose and that is to 
emphasise that the Jewish authorities were aware of Jesus’ resurrection, 
but lied about it. This of course, is not factual, but just another reflection or 
the author’s anti-Semitic frame of mind, and a religious power struggle. The 
reaction of Jews is from Matthew’s narrative and not from prior knowledge. 
It does not prove the antiquity of the empty grave tradition. In fact the only 
mention of Jews spreading the story that the body of Jesus was stolen is 
found in Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho 108.2, a Christian Apologist of the 
middle second century. There is therefore no independent evidence for 
Matthew’s version. 
 
The final scene in Matthew is where Jesus appears on a mount in Galilee 
(Mt 28:16-20). The eleven disciples saw him there and knelt before him. 
Some doubted. Lüdemann argues that those who doubted, seem to indicate 
a problem of second-generation Christians of the time. They have no direct 
links to the original Easter narrative, and by seeing that the disciples 
doubted, they can relate and more readily accept the resurrection and the 
 
235 Within the ancient vision of the world, gods would be able to eat. In Genesis 18:2-8, 
Abraham entertains divine beings with a meal. According to Genesis 6:4, divine beings 
could even have intercourse with mortal women. Acts 14:8-12 narrates how, in the city of 
Lystra, Barnabas and Paul were mistaken for the Greek gods, Zeus and Hermes.  
236 Luz 2005: 610. 
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relevance in their lives.237 I do not agree with Lüdemann. It is more likely 
Matthew’s attempt to explain why not all the disciples carried on with Jesus’ 
ministry. We, and probably his readers too, know only of Peter and John 
from the original twelve disciples who carried on the ministry.  
 
Matthew knows the tradition (see 1 Corinthians 15:1-9) that Jesus appeared 
to his disciples and created a narrative around it. However, he changes the 
number of twelve in the original tradition to eleven. This is to fit in with the 
story of Judas’ betrayal and suicide.238  
 
Matthew uses this final scene of the Jesus’ appearance to the eleven to make 
explicit what is only implicit in Mark. The scene has the following functions: 
 
a) It explains the absence of Jesus by transferring his authority to the 
disciples. 
b) It supplies a basis for the missionary activity current in Matthew’s 
time to all nations. 
c) It interprets the presence of Jesus in a spiritual way, in that Jesus is 
with them always.  
 
Therefore, the episode is obviously fictional as Matthew Is not an 
independent source for it and it reflects his theological rather than historical 
interest. Matthew augmented and elaborated on Mark’s story to provide 
more detail to Mark’s harsh ending. The addition of the guards at the scene 
and their bribing later on, can hardly be regarded as historical and is rather 
a reflection of his anti-Semitic views. There is no doubt that the appearances 
of Jesus in Matthew are redactional and thus fictional. His perspective was 
apologetic, in other words to give more credence to the Messianic perspective 
by making the Jews and guards witnesses to the resurrection. 
 
 
237 Lüdemann 2004:98. 
238 See 1 Corinthians 15:1-9. 
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The Gospel of Luke 
 
In this section, I will compare the similarities and differences between Mark 
and Luke, and attempt to explain the differences. We have already seen that 
Luke is in essence an expansion of Mark. 
 
The similarities are: 
 
a) Women visit the grave on the first day of the week to prepare the body 
(Mk 16:1 and Lk 24:1). 
b) They find the stone rolled away and the tomb empty (Mk 16:4 and Lk 
24:3). 
c) There are supernatural beings present who address the women. Mark 
though speaks only of one, while Luke has two (Mk 16:5-7 and 
Lk 24:4-8). 
d) The women hurry away from the tomb (Mk 16:8 and Lk 24:9). 
e) Jesus does not appear to the women.  
 
The differences are: 
 
a) The names of the women are different (Lk 24:10 cf Mk 16:1). 
b) There are two angels delivering a message which differs from the one 
in Mark (Lk 24:4-7 cf Mk 16:6-8). 
c) The women run away to tell the Eleven and all the others while in 
Mark they keep quiet (Lk 24:9 cf Mk 16:8). 
d) Luke refers to the followers of Jesus as apostles. They do not believe 
the report of the women (Lk 24:11). 
e) Jesus first appears to two travellers on the road to Emmaus, who are 
not part of Jesus’ inner circle (Lk 24:13-33). 
f) Luke describes an event where the travellers to Emmaus return to 
Jerusalem to report what they have seen. In this scene the assembled 
believers respond to the report by confessing that the Lord had risen 
and appeared to Simon (Lk 24: 33-35). 
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g) Jesus appears to the disciples in Jerusalem and encourages them to 
touch him, to spread the gospel and to await the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit. Jesus ascends to heaven (Lk 24:36-53). 
h) All the appearances take place on the day of the resurrection 
(Lk 24:13-53). 
 
The Empty Tomb 
 
The names and number of the women present at the tomb differ from Mark. 
In Mark there are three women, Mary of Magdala, Mary the mother of Joses, 
and Salome (Mk 16:1). Luke differs by replacing Mark’s Salome with Joanna. 
There are also other women present. It is unclear how many there are, or 
even who they are. Luke refers to Joanna in Luke 8:2-3 as the wife of 
Herod’s steward Chuza. Jesus exorcized demons from her and she followed 
him and provided for him from her resources. The name Chuza is not 
Jewish. Probably Luke mentions Joanna and other women to proleptically 
prepare the reader for his perspective that the gospel is to be spread outside 
the confines of Jesus’ inner circle.239 Joanna is in all likelihood a fictional 
character as we have no other independent sources referring to her or her 
husband. 
 
Luke underscores the empty tomb and the bodily resurrection in 24:3 with 
the women being unable to find Jesus’ body. Mark’s young man in white is 
replaced by two men in dazzling garments. The description of the angels is 
similar to the angels in the ascension scene of Acts 1:10-12.240 They are 
clearly divine beings as their clothes are dazzling white. No commentary 
consulted explains why Luke adds a second angel. Perhaps the number two 
has a symbolic significance. In Luke 10:1 Jesus sends out seventy-two 
disciples in pairs (of two). The number two is therefore associated with 
missionary activity. This is also the case in Acts 1:10-11 where two angels at 
 
239 See Acts 1:8. Bovon 2012: 352 does not offer an explanation.  
240 Bovon 2012: 349 footnote 44. 
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Jesus’ ascension encourage the apostles to stop staring at heaven but start 
spreading the gospel.  
 
The angels ask the women why they are searching for the dead among the 
living, thus implying that Jesus was resurrected (Lk 24:4). The angel in 
Mark reminds the women that Jesus had told his disciples that he would go 
ahead of them to Galilee (after his resurrection) in Mark 16:7. Luke changes 
this completely in Luke 24:6-8. One of the angels reminds the women of the 
predictions made in Galilee about the passion of Jesus, and the role the 
Jewish authorities played in his death as well as his resurrection.241 Instead 
of telling the women that Jesus would appear in Galilee, Luke has the angels 
reminding them of what Jesus has said in Galilee. He does this because 
Jesus appears to the witnesses in Jerusalem and not in Galilee. This relates 
to Luke’s theological perspective that the gospel will spread from Jerusalem, 
to Judaea, Samaria and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).  
 
The women listen to the angels and run off to tell the disciples—a stark 
contradiction to the disobedience seen in Mark. However, the disciples don’t 
believe them. The testimony of women was traditionally unreliable.242 Celsus 
criticised Christianity for basing their belief of Jesus’ resurrection on the 
testimony of women.243 This is why Luke does not make the women the first 
witnesses of the resurrected Jesus but includes them in the narrative as 
witnesses to the empty tomb. Luke never has Jesus appearing to women, or 
has women playing a primary role in missionary activity.244 Luke creatively 
confirms the empty tomb and the witness of the women, by letting Peter run 
and inspect the tomb (Lk 24:12), corroborating the testimony of females, 
 
241 Bovon 2012: 351. 
242 Bovon 2012: 353. 
243 See Origen Contra Celsum 2:55, written ca. 248 CE. 
244 Bovon 2012: 353, footnotes 84 and 87. 
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that it is empty.245 The women are used in a context leading to the discovery 
of the empty tomb as they supposedly wanted to anoint the body, similarly 
to Mark.  
 
The Travellers to Emmaus 
 
The next section of the narrative concerns the appearance of Jesus, first to 
the two travellers on the road to Emmaus, and only then to the disciples 
(once to Simon, and once to all gathered—Lk 24:13-35).  
 
The narrative around the two disciples on the road to Emmaus can be 
summarised as follows: 
 
a) Verses 13-16: Jesus appears to two travellers; one is called Cleopas. 
They do not recognise Jesus. It happens on the day of the 
resurrection.  
b) Verses 17-27: Conversation between the travellers. They are presented 
as relatively omniscient narrators. They state that:  
i. Jesus was a liberator and the Messiah, who by words and deeds 
proved himself to be a prophet, but he was executed; 
ii. women went to the tomb on the third day, found it empty, and 
were addressed by angels who informed them of the 
resurrection; 
iii. some men then went and found the tomb as the women had 
reported.  
c) Verses 25-30: Jesus speaks and reminds them that: 
i. the suffering of the Messiah was bound to happen before his 
glorification; and 
ii. Moses and all the prophets, predicted the events around Jesus. 
 
245 The Codex Bezae, (4th century) and the old Latin Versions (5th century) omit this verse. 
The best manuscripts include this verse, for example 𝔭75 of the third century and the Codex 
Sinaiticus of the 4th century.  
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d) Verses 30-32: The Meal Scene: 
i. as Jesus is breaking bread, they recognise Jesus; and 
ii. Jesus vanishes.  
e) Verses 32-35: The travellers return to Jerusalem.  
 
It is immediately evident that the narrative centres around Jesus as the 
liberator of Israel, the Messiah (Lk 24:21). The first point to note is that the 
travellers are not part of Jesus’ inner circle; yet he appears to them first. The 
apparent reason for this is that Luke again proleptically anticipates the 
spreading of the gospel in a centrifugal manner away from the centre of 
Jerusalem (Ac 1:8). It is notable that the name Cleopas is of Greek, not 
Aramaic origin (Lk 24:19).  
 
It is remarkable that the travellers, who were part of the extended group of 
Jesus’ followers (Lk 24:13) did not recognise him. The reason again is that 
Luke anticipated a reaction from his readers of why the disciples did not 
understand that Jesus had to be crucified and resurrected. The corpus of 
texts from the Septuagint ‘predicting’ the passion and glorification of Jesus 
obviously was constructed by the Early Church. Luke answers the question 
by arguing that Jesus’ disciples did not understand him (Lk 9:44-45, 18:31-
34). Furthermore, Luke’s readers may have asked why Jesus did not appear 
to them. Luke argues that an empirical appearance is no guarantee of faith, 
and that the deterministic fulfilment of the scriptures are more important 
(Lk 24:27). Luke’s apologetic motive emphasises that the eyes of faith are 
more important than sensory evidence. Later he will explain that his readers 
would see Jesus when he returns in Acts 1:11. The delayed Parousia was 
causing problems for Luke’s communities. 
 
In the next scene, Jesus explains to them (Lk 17:25-27) why the Messiah 
had to die (Lk 24:17-24). Although Luke does not specify the texts from 
‘Moses and al the prophets’, they can be reconstructed from Luke-Acts, or 
from knowledge supposedly shared by his readers. For example, in Acts 3:22 
(cf Lk 24:19) Deuteronomy 18:15,18 is referred to. There Moses speaks 
91 
 
about the features by which a true prophet will be recognised. Luke applies 
this completely out of context to Jesus. Other ‘predictions’ can be seen in 
Genesis 22:18, Numbers 24:17, not to mention the passages already 
discussed in previous chapters like Daniel 7:13, Psalm 2:8-9, Enoch 46:2, 
Hosea 6:2, Isaiah 11:4 and Isaiah 53. The importance of this for Luke is to 
emphasise that the Septuagint bore testimony to Jesus and his fate.246 
Furthermore, it emphasises Luke’s perspective that history unfolds 
according to a prediction-fulfilment framework. Unfortunately, this neat 
scheme only becomes visible after the events. Luke establishes it by creating 
fictional narratives and non-contextual interpretations of the Septuagint.  
 
The climax of the scene is when they recognise Jesus. They have dinner with 
Jesus and, as he breaks the bread, the travellers recognise him. At once 
Jesus vanishes (verses 28-32). Luke has an apologetic motive with this final 
scene. It emphasises for his readers that they experience the presence of 
Jesus in the Eucharist (cf Lk 22:10) during their own services of worship. In 
this way their hopes of being united with Jesus when the kingdom comes at 
his return (cf 22:16, 18; Ac 1:6, 11), are strengthened. Finally, the 
recognition of Jesus by persons outside of Jesus’ inner circle, emphasises 
Luke’s perspective that the gospel is to move outwards.247  
 
Appearances to the Others 
 
The two travellers rush back to Jerusalem to tell the other disciples the news 
(Lk 24:35-36), but on their arrival, a gathering meets them with the 
confession that Jesus has risen and has appeared to Simon. As Luke is the 
only source for this event, it is fictional. The question is why he creates it. 
Lüdemann argues that Luke does this to establish and strengthen his 
perspective that the spreading of the gospel has to start from Jerusalem (see 
 
246 Fitzmyer 1985: 156. 
247 Malina and Rohrbaugh 2003: 323. 
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Lk 24:47).248 According to Mark, the disciples fled to Galilee (implied in Mark 
16:7). This is historically more probable than still being in Jerusalem.  
 
To my mind Luke is, in addition, creating a fictional church service or 
gathering on the first day of the week, containing the typical elements of 
such a meeting in Luke’s time: a recitation of an early confession, ‘the Lord 
has risen and appeared to Simon’, an exposition of texts predicting the 
Messiah, as well as a celebration of the Eucharist where it was believed that 
the presence of Jesus was connected to the breaking of the bread.249 In this 
way Luke explains to his readers that, though absent physically in their 
time, Jesus is present symbolically. As the confession agrees with 
1 Corinthians 15:5 it is probably very old, and we can accept that Peter 
indeed had such an experience. It may be argued that Luke got his 
information indirectly from Paul. However, the formulaic nature of the 
confession points to its antiquity and authenticity.  
 
In verses 36-53 Jesus appears to the disciples and the others, but here they 
recognise him immediately. He shows them his hands and his feet (verse 39) 
and invites them to touch it (verse 39). He insists he is not a ghost as ghosts 
do not have flesh (verse 40).250 He then asks them for something to eat 
(v 41). The question again is why Luke creates this fiction. Probably in the 
debate about Jesus’ resurrection, some argued that Jesus’ appearances were 
similar to experiences in folk legends when ghosts appeared to people. The 
implication therefore is that Jesus did not really rise from the dead. Luke 
demonstrates here that Jesus had a bodily resurrection, and now exhibits 
the same features as a divine being. He does this by appealing to the senses 
 
248 Lüdemann 2001: 412. 
249 This is not noted by any commentaries consulted.  
250 The reference to ghosts and their essence points to the fictionality of this scene. The 
ancients distinguished between three types of material forms: ghosts, who had only form 
and needed sacrificial blood to gain some substance; divine beings who could mingle with 
humans, but could appear from nowhere, and disappear again, and who would be able to 
eat and drink, and finally human beings. See Ehrman 2020: 57-79. 
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and making it clear that it is a corporeal resurrection. In this way he equates 
the body of Jesus to that of divine beings in myths and folk legends.251 
 
In 24:44-47 Luke repeats what Jesus told the two travellers in 24:25-27, 
that the suffering and resurrection of Jesus were predicted in the 
Septuagint, as was stated earlier. The argument is still that the resurrection 
is proven by predictions in the Septuagint. 
 
Jesus adds the missionary command in Luke 24:47. For Luke, history 
unfolds according to a prediction-fulfilment scheme.252 This is why he 
creates this scene (Lk 24:44-48). The same holds true for Jesus’ prediction 
of the pouring out of the Holy Spirit (Lk 24:49). Luke puts the words in 




The ascension scene with its conclusion in Luke 24:50-53 is clearly also 
fictional. It does not appear in Mark. In Matthew Jesus’ final meeting with 
the disciples is in Galilee, not Bethany (as here). In Acts 1:3-11, where Luke 
describes the exact same event, it takes place forty days after the 
resurrection, on the Mount of Olives. There, the scene functions to explain 
why Jesus did not establish his kingdom directly after his resurrection. The 
gospel first had to be preached to all nations. For this, the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit would prepare his followers. The number of forty is a symbolic 
time of preparation.  
 
Luke is therefore more interested in theological motifs than history. He 
creates his fiction in accordance with well-known departure scenes. 
According to Bovon the scene here is like a patriarch blessing his children 
 
251 As mentioned before, this notion was widespread in Greek and Roman mythology as well 
(see Wolmarans 2000).  
252 Wolmarans, J.L.P. 1993. 
253 Bovon 2012: 397. 
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before his departure.254 The worship of Jesus referred to in 24:52 is a typical 
reaction to an ascension. Furthermore, an ascension scene presupposes a 
cosmos consisting of three storeys. Today we know there was no place above 
the skies for Jesus to go to—even though Stephen, before being stoned, 
looked up to heaven, which opened, and he saw Jesus standing at God’s 
right hand (Ac 7:55-56). 
 
The function of the scene is therefore to explain the absence of the risen 
Jesus, to import his mission to the disciples through a patriarchal blessing, 
to emphasise his Messianic divinity, and to prepare the reader for the 
pouring out of the Holy Spirit at the temple of Jerusalem, where the 
disciples returned after this event. The duplication of the ascension scene in 
Acts 1:3-11, where notions of God’s kingdom as well as a forty days period of 
preparation are added, shows how Luke does not even describe the same 
scene in two places using the same ‘facts’. Theological motifs are more 




I have looked at the scenes of the empty tomb, the appearances and the 
ascension. I concluded that each one is fictional. Luke made changes to the 
story of Mark, because he wanted to convey various theological perspectives 
with these scenes. He emphasised the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, 
necessary for spreading of the gospel from Jerusalem to Judaea and further. 
He ascribes a divine body to the risen Jesus, which differs in substance from 
that of a ghost and an ordinary human being. Luke also explains that the 
expected Kingdom of God would only arrive after the gospel had been 
proclaimed to all nations. By lessening the role of women, he apologetically 
refutes criticism about the unreliability of female witnesses. Luke also gives 
a rationale for the way in which church services in his own time were 
conducted, supplying the elements of a greeting, a creedal statement, 
 
254 Bovon 2012: 407. 
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readings from the Septuagint, Christological exegesis of these passages 
within a promise-fulfilment scheme, the celebration of the Eucharist, 
missionary commands, and a benediction. The messianic texts he implicitly 
refers too are: Acts 3:22, Deuteronomy 18:15-18, Genesis 22:18, Numbers 
24:17, Daniel 7:13, Psalm 2:8-9, Enoch 46:2, Hosea 6:2, Isaiah 11:4 and 
Isaiah 53. On a propagandistic level, Luke’s narrative is aimed at preventing 
believers from doubting the resurrection of Jesus.  
 
The Gospel of John 
 
In John, we find an extensive description of Jesus’ burial and resurrection, 
which is much longer that of any of the Synoptics. This observation should 
already point us in the directions that he creatively expanded on existing 
material: his gospel is longer and much later. 
 
Therefore, I am going to list the similarities and differences between John 
and the Synoptic Gospels with regard to the empty tomb and the 
appearances of Jesus. It would be skewed to only compare John with Mark, 
as the Synoptics had been circulating before he wrote his gospel. 
Furthermore, I will analyse the theological perspectives of John’s narratives 
in order to ascertain their historical reliability. They would be less likely to 
be historically accurate if they propagandistically support John’s theology 
and the primacy of the Johannine community.  
 
Let’s start off with the (partial) similarities between John and two or more of 
the Synoptics: 
 
a) Mary goes to the tomb, and finds the stone rolled away (Jn 20:1-2 cf 
Mk 16:4, Lk 24:2).  
b) She runs away to tell Peter (Jn 20:1-2 cf Lk 24:2, Mt 28:11, where she 
is part of a group of women). 
c) There are angels or an angel at the tomb (Jn 20:11-12 cf Mk 16:5; 




There are also similarities between John and one of the Synoptics: 
 
a) Mary sees two angels in the tomb (Jn 20:11-12 cf Lk 24:4). 
b) Peter runs to the tomb, sees the burial wrappings, and returns home 
(Jn 20:3-10 cf Lk 24:11-12, 24). 
c) Jesus appears to Mary, she touches him, and he gives her 
instructions to convey to the disciples (Jn 20:14b-19 cf Mt 28:9-10, 
where Mary forms part of a group who does this). 
d) The appearance of Jesus to the disciples happens in Jerusalem. The 
narrative follows a similar pattern, namely a greeting from Jesus, a 
showing of his wounds, which leads to belief. (Jn 20:19-26 cf Lk 
24:35-49). 
e) Thomas doubts (Jn 20:26-29). Although there is not a direct 
correspondence with any of the Synoptics, Matthew 28:17 states that 
some of the disciples doubted.  
 
John has some unique features: 
 
a) Mary is alone, and no other women are present (Jn 20:1). 
b) Mary is concerned that the body has been removed (Jn 20:2, 13, 15). 
c) The specific words of Mary to Peter are reported (Jn 20:2b). 
d) The figure of the Beloved Disciple is referred to, as well as what he did: 
i. It is implied that Mary returns to the tomb with Peter and the 
Beloved Disciple (Jn 20:11).  
ii. Jesus speaks about his ascension to Mary (Jn 20:14b-18). 
e) A first appearance to the disciples, where Thomas is excluded 
(Jn 20:19-25), is added.  
f) A second appearance to the disciples is described, where Thomas is 
included (Jn 20:26-31). 
g) An epilogue is added (Jn 21), which includes the following scenes: 




ii. Jesus has a conversation with Peter, referring also to the 
Beloved Disciple (Jn 21:15-22). 
 
Having identified the major similarities and differences between John and 
the Synoptics, I am going to examine each of the scenes separately in order 
to explore John’s narrative perspective, and conclude on the historical 
authenticity of his material. 
 
The Empty Tomb (John 20:1-10) 
 
The narrative of the empty tomb contains elements which are in need of 
explanation. Only Mary visits the tomb and the others women are left out. 
No explanation is given for her visit. Furthermore, not only Peter but another 
disciple, called ‘The Beloved’ goes to the tomb and have a race. It is won by 
the Beloved Disciple. It is also specifically stated that they saw the head 
wrapping lying apart from the others. It is unclear to whom the ‘they’ and 
‘scripture’ in 20:9 refer to. 
 
Since the body of Jesus has already been anointed by Nicodemus and 
Joseph (Jn 19:38-42), John’s readers would probably have accepted Mary’s 
visit as part of the typical duties of a woman to care for graves.255 John 
describes her visit as solitary, probably because the figure of Mary of 
Magdala played a prominent part in Johannine Christianity. There is an 
apocryphal Gospel of Mary, dating from the second century CE, gnostic in 
content.256 The prominence of Mary is already indicated in the Synoptics, 
where she is always mentioned first with regard to the women who went to 
the tomb. Furthermore, Mary tells Peter and the Beloved Disciple (20:2), 
‘They have taken the Lord … and we [my italics] do not know where they 
 
255 Garland and Scheid 1999: 433-434. 
256 Tucket 2007. Although John’s Gospel cannot be described as gnostic, it has some proto-
gnostic elements (Dillon 2016: 33) with its emphasis on knowledge, the idea of a pre-




have laid him.’ The plural here may reflect a trace from the earlier synoptic 
tradition.257 The fact that a woman is portrayed as going alone, early in the 
morning, to a graveyard outside the city walls, close to a place of execution, 
is extremely unlikely.258 This strengthens the notion that John is adapting 
traditional material to fit his own perspective. It is not historically reliable.  
 
It is problematic why Mary only tells Peter and the Beloved Disciple about 
the empty tomb. In Matthew 28:8 and Luke 24:10 the women report to ‘the 
disciples.’ As we have seen, in Mark 16:8, the women tell no one, although 
the angel instructed them to ‘tell the disciples and Peter’ (Mark 16:7). Only 
Luke 24:12 reports that Peter runs to the grave and sees the wrappings. It 
seems that John connects with the Lukan story, and adds another disciple, 
The Beloved. The reason why he does this, is probably to undermine the 
authority of Peter in the Early Church and to focus on a figure, which John 
calls ‘The Beloved’. The identity of this figure is disputed. He may just be a 
representative of an ideal believer, who does not require evidence to believe—
a situation reflected amongst the readers of the Gospel. 259 The race between 
Peter and this disciple, where the race is being won by the latter, 
symbolically may point in this direction.260 The Beloved Disciple saw and 
believed. This figure is obviously a creation of John, to strengthen the idea 
that sensory proofs are not necessary to believe in the bodily resurrection of 
Jesus. The Beloved Disciple, as well as Peter261, is the first to understand 
the scriptures262 and accept the truth of the resurrection based upon 
predictions from the Septuagint (see Lk 24:25-53). This is significant, as 
 
257 Haenchen 1984: 203. 
258 Brown 1970: 981.  
259 Brown 1997: 352. 
260 Lüdemann 2001: 577. 
261 Haenchen 1984: 208 argues that only the Beloved Disciple believed, and not Peter. 
However, the third person plural used in 20:9 (ᾔδεισαν) is a clear indication that Peter is 
included, although as the second witness after the Beloved Disciple. 
262 Although the singular τὴν γραφὴν is used, it should be viewed as a general reference to 
verses in the Septuagint regarded as predicting the resurrection (Brown 1970: 987-988). 
The relevant passages from the Septuagint has already been discussed previously. 
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they, in contrast with Mary, interprets the empty tomb as a sign of the 
resurrection. By adding the detail that the head wrapping were separate 
from the body wrappings (cf Lk 24:12), John emphasises the evidence for a 
corporeal resurrection. In this way, he counters more powerfully the rumour 
that the body was taken away or stolen.263  
 
This first scene, therefore, is essentially an expansion of Lukan material, to 
put the figures of Mary and the Beloved Disciple into focus, and provide an 
example to the readers of the Gospel, to believe without sensory evidence, on 
the basis of passages in the Septuagint, ‘predicting’ the resurrection. It does 
not supply any evidence which may be regarded as historical proof of a 
bodily resurrection.  
 
The Appearance to Mary (John 20:11-18) 
 
There are various difficulties inherent in the narrative about Jesus’ 
appearance to Mary of Magdala. These have to do with the role of Peter and 
the Beloved Disciple, the description of the scene, the function of the angels 
in the tomb, and Jesus’ interaction with Mary. I will explore each of these in 
what follows to ascertain why John wrote his story as he did, and to 
determine the historical evidentiary value of the narrative.  
 
It is unclear why Peter and the Beloved Disciple do not speak to Mary while 
she stands weeping outside the tomb (20:11). They do not share the good 
news that Jesus has risen from the dead. Peering into the tomb, Mary sees 
two angels (20:12) who are missing when Peter and the Beloved Disciple 
went into the tomb. They see two sets of wrappings, which inexplicably 
disappear when Mary peered into the tomb (20:11). The location of the two 
angels are specified as one being at the head and one at the feet where Jesus 
has laid (20:12). 
 
 
263 Haenchen1984: 208. See also Matthew 27:64 and 28:13-15. 
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This awkwardness is a sign that we have an editorial reworking of traditional 
material.264 John does not give Mary any information or signs that Jesus 
has risen. The two angels are taken over from Luke 24:4. Again, they do not 
speak about Jesus’ resurrection, because of John’s narrative goal to keep 
Mary completely in the dark. The position of the angels may just suggest 
that Mary interpreted it as that they may have carried the body, one holding 
onto the feet, the other to the head.265 John, therefore, reworks the well-
known synoptic tradition to strengthen his own perspective.266 
 
Furthermore, Mary (or the women) do not address the angels in the 
Synoptics. The angels also do not explain to Mary why the tomb is empty 
(cf the relevant passages in the Synoptics), but only ask her why she is 
weeping. In the Synoptics, no dialogue takes place between Mary (or the 
women) and the angels. John is continuing to rework the tradition in order 
to maintain his narrative perspective of withholding any information from 
Mary which may bring her to belief in Jesus’ resurrection. Mary forms a 
counterfoil to Peter and the Beloved Disciple who believed with limited 
information. She paves the way for Thomas’ radical doubt and his personal 
encounter with Jesus. For this reason, the angels cannot answer her 
question, as it would spoil the next scene where Jesus appears to her.  
 
The only gospel which narrates a meeting between Jesus and the women, is 
Matthew (28:9-10). There we find no dialogue between them and Jesus, but 
only instructions. Here, Jesus and Mary have a short dialogue, with Jesus 
having the first and the last words. Again, John creatively adapts the 
tradition to strengthen his portrayal of Mary as a counterfoil to the Beloved 
 
264 Brown 1970: 988. 
265 No commentaries consulted provide reasonable arguments other than that the two 
angels refer symbolically to the two cherubs in the ark of the covenant, or to the two bandits 
who hung on either side of Jesus. The motifs have no function in the current narrative, and 
I therefore find these explanations far-fetched.  
266 Haenchen 1984: 209. 
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Disciple (and Peter), and to prepare the reader for Jesus’ meeting with 
Thomas.  
 
It is not obvious why Jesus would instruct Mary not to touch him (Μή μου 
ἅπτου), while in the next section, Jesus invites Thomas to touch his wounds 
(20:27). The reason which Jesus gives, is also not immediately transparent, 
that is, that he has not yet ascended (20:17). In the Synoptics, the angels 
give the women instructions to convey a message to the disciples, and in 
Matthew Jesus echoes the message of the angels. Here, however, Jesus gives 
Mary a unique message, that is, of informing the disciples of his ascension.  
 
To understand this scene, we need to be aware of John’s theology with 
regard to Jesus, as the one who came from heaven, and is returning there, 
for the sake of giving eternal life to the believers (cf Jn 1:15; Jn 3:13-16; 
Jn 14:2). When this is taken into consideration, it becomes understandable 
why Jesus forbids Mary to touch him. The phrase μή μου ἅπτου can be 
translated as ‘Do not continue holding on to me’267, as the imperative is in 
the present tense. John wants to impress on his readers the viewpoint that 
the absence of Jesus, due to his glorification, is to their benefit. This 
supplies the reason for John’s readers of why Jesus is no longer on earth: he 
is getting things ready for their arrival.268 The statement of Jesus (Jn 20:17) 
that he is ascending to ‘my Father and your Father, to my God and your 
God’ is another way of saying that he is going away to eventually bring them 
there as well.269 The words prepare the reader for the next scene, where the 
Holy Spirit is given—indicative of a divine presence during Jesus’ absence.  
 
 
267 For this meaning, see Louw and Nida 1988, vol 2, p. 221, para 18.6. 
268 Haenchen 1984: 210 explains the prohibition as emphasising Jesus’ transition from an 
earthly body to a spiritual form. Brown 1970: 1012-1017 interprets the scene, like I do, in 
terms of Jesus’ glorification.  
269 This expression distinguishes the readers from the devil as the ‘father’ of the Jews 
(Jn 8:44). This is not the destiny of the Christian believers.  
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It is therefore concluded that this pericope supplies no independent evidence 
for the physical appearance of Jesus after his crucifixion. John is reworking 
and expanding traditional material found in Matthew. The perspective of 
John is that the resurrection is part of an extended process of glorification: 
being raised on the cross, being resurrected, and returning to his father. 
 
First appearance to the disciples excluding Thomas (John 20:19-23) 
 
Analysing this pericope, I am, again, interested in determining whether John 
supplies any independent evidence from the Synoptics for the physical 
appearance of Jesus after his crucifixion. I am going to compare this 
narrative with the synoptic accounts and, where different, try to explain 
them in terms of either independent information, or serving the narrative 
perspective of the author. The following aspects of the narrative deserves 
closer examination: John’s emphasis on the doors being locked for fear of 
the Jews (not found in the Synoptics); his emphasis on the events happening 
on the first day of the week (similar to Lk 24270 but without Eucharistic 
elements); and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit that same day.  
 
John clearly has an anti-Jewish bias. This has to do with the animosity 
when Christianity split off from Judaism271 and a developing proto-Gnostic 
notion that the creator God of the Septuagint was a malevolent demiurge.272 
This is why John specifically adds the idea that the doors were locked on 
account of the Jews. We have already seen that directly after the crucifixion, 
the disciples fled back to Galilee (Mk 16:7; see Mk 14:50). It is therefore 
highly unlikely that they would have been present in Jerusalem on the first 
day of the week. John also wants the doors locked, so that Jesus could 
 
270 In Matthew all the events also take place on the first day of the week, but in Luke they 
take on the form of services of worship.  
271 Haenchen 1984: 210. 
272 Dillon 2016: 33. 
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miraculously appear in their midst, indicating his supernatural and divine 
body which is no longer subject to ‘mundane limitations’.273 
 
Similar to Luke 24, John describes the appearance of Jesus in terms of a 
typical service of worship. It happens on a Sunday, we have a greeting, 
‘Peace be with you!’, the Holy Spirit descends on the believers, a command to 
spread the gospel is given, and the absolution of sins are granted (see also 
Lk 24:47).274 Similar to Luke 24:39, Jesus shows them his wounds, implying 
he has a body that can be touched.275 The forgiveness of sins is connected 
with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, similar to Luke 24:47-49. The only 
difference is that the gift of the Holy Spirit happens on the day of the 
resurrection, while Luke has a period of forty days after it (Ac 1:3, 2:1). 
John’s Gospel, therefore, creatively reworks traditional material, and focuses 
strongly on the empirical evidence for Jesus’ resurrection, which his readers, 
obviously, did not have. His intent is to supply a basis for their services of 
worship, and strengthen their belief (see Jn 20:31).276  
 
Furthermore, John expands the idea of Jesus sending his disciples out, by 
imbedding it into a theological rubric that the Father sent Jesus, who then 
returns to him. In turn, Jesus then sends the disciples on the same mission. 
In John’s theological context, it means revealing knowledge to people, 
creating belief, so that they could inherit eternal life.277 
 
From these observations it can be concluded that John does not supply any 
independent evidence for the appearances of Jesus after his crucifixion, but 
creatively adapts traditional material to supply an aetiology for how services 
of worship within Johannine communities should be conducted. 
Furthermore, he lays a foundation for belief without empirical evidence, by 
 
273 Haenchen 1984: 210. 
274 Brown 1970: 1019-1020. 
275 Brown 1970: 1033. 
276 Brown 1970: 1020. 
277 Haenchen 1984: 211. 
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filling the absence of Jesus with the pouring out of the Holy Spirit, and 
embedding it in a deterministic view of history, that the Father sent Jesus, 
who then returns, sending out his disciples with similar powers, who 
receives the Holy Spirit to empower them.  
 
The second appearance to the disciples, now including Thomas 
(John 20:24-29) 
 
John 20:24-25 actually forms part of the previous scene, but it functions as 
an introduction to the current one: Thomas demands physical proof. The 
whole scene is obscure for various reasons. No other Gospel has this scene 
of a doubting Thomas coming to belief when Jesus appears to him. Although 
Thomas appears as one of the disciples in the other Gospels (Mk 3:18; 
Mt 10:3; Lk 6:15; see also Ac 1:13), he does not have the epithet Didymus 
(‘The Twin’). Where Jesus tells Mary to stop touching him (Jn 20:17), and 
only shows his wounds to the other disciples (Jn 20:20), in this scene he 
invites Thomas to touch his wounds. We need to explain these anomalies in 
terms of John’s narrative perspective, and the possibility of him using an 
independent source.  
 
John explains in 20:24 that Thomas was called Didymus, which is ‘The 
Twin.’ The name Thomas is an authentic Greek name, used by Hellenised 
Jews as an approximation of the Aramaic Thoma.278 Nowhere in the New 
Testament is it recorded that Thomas was called Didymus, except here. 
Therefore, it seems that John views the name in symbolic terms as 
expressing the character of Thomas as being of two minds.279 We can 
already see that John is not interested in history, but in creating a character 
to personify doubt in the early Christian community, the supreme 
counterfoil to the Beloved Disciple who believed without seeing Jesus 
(Jn 20:8).  
 
 
278 Haenchen 1984:60, see footnote 27. 
279 Brown 1970: 1024, referring also to John 11:16 and 14:5. 
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The phenomenon of the close disciples of Jesus doubting his resurrection 
does appear in Matthew and Luke. In Matthew 28:17 it is merely stated that 
some of them doubted, although seeing Jesus in person. Luke 24:38 has the 
omniscient narrator telling his readers that the disciples thought that Jesus 
was a ghost. Jesus then asks them why they were doubting. Again, John 
does not have access to an independent tradition. He merely individualises 
the doubt in a single character, the disciple Thomas, and he expands the 
known tradition of doubt into a fictional story. Jesus miraculously appears 
in their midst even though the doors were locked, and he knows what 
Thomas had said previously. John creates this fiction to apologetically 
address the doubt of his own readers,280 warning them that a divine and 
resurrected Jesus would know about their doubts.  
 
Broadly following Luke 24:39, Jesus here invites Thomas to look and touch, 
assisting him to overcome his doubt, and instilling the belief that Jesus is a 
divine being. John’s strong apologetic motive is again at work, proving that 
this scene is fictional.  
 
Like the previous appearance a week earlier (Jn 20:19-23), this scene sets 
an example of a typical church service, to my mind, the elements present 
when new converts were inducted. There is a greeting, a confession of faith, 
and a macarism, that those who don’t see but believe, are blessed. In this 
way, John evaluates the faith of his readers to be on a higher level than the 
previous generation, who believed only because they had seen.281 The 
confession, ‘My Lord and my God’ would strengthen the idea amongst 
believers and new converts that Jesus was omniscient and omnipresent—a 
subtle warning not to doubt, and to behave.  
 
This scene therefore is used by John to instil his narrative perspective that 
those who believe in the resurrected Jesus on the basis of these words are 
the true believers. It serves to counteract the doubts of his day. It has no 
 
280 Haenchen 1984:211; Brown 1970: 1031-1032. 
281 Brown 1970:1049. 
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independent historical value. Like Matthew and Luke, it proves that doubt 
about Jesus’ resurrection did exist amongst his close followers in the Early 
Church, and probably increased due to the delayed Parousia.  
 
This scene is followed by a conclusion (20:30-31) giving the reason why 
these stories were recounted, and refers to many other stories which were 
not told. This provides clear evidence that the Gospel of John originally 
ended here and that Chapter Twenty-One was added by someone else.282 For 
this reason, I will only briefly analyse the next chapter, as the possibility of it 
referring to independent historical evidence for the appearances of Jesus is 
negligible.  
 
The Epilogue: John 21:1-25 
 
I will analyse the Epilogue in three separate sections: 21:1-14—The 
Miraculous Catch; 21:15-19—Jesus interacts with Simon Peter; and 
21:20-24—The Legend of the Beloved Disciple’s Immortality. I will not 
discuss 2:25, which forms the conclusion of the Epilogue. 
 
The third appearance to the disciples (John 21:1-14) 
 
There are various elements in this scene which indicate fractures in the 
narrative. The previous scene happens a week after the resurrection on a 
Sunday. Here the time is indicated as ‘Some time later …’ Unspecified time 
is typically of fictional stories, like ‘Once upon a time …’ In the first 
appearance, happening on the day of the resurrection, Jesus tells the 
disciples, ‘As the Father sent me, so I send you’ (Jn 21:21). However, in the 
current pericope, the disciples are back at the sea of Tiberias, located about 
117km from Jerusalem, without being involved in missionary activity. This 
is a clear indication that the authors are rewriting the story found in 
Luke 5:1-11, taking place at the lake of Gennesaret.283 Haenchen argues 
 
282 Haenchen1984: 229, Brown 1970: 1080. 
283 The Sea of Galilee is also referred to as the Lake of Gennesaret or the Sea of Tiberias.  
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that this implies the return of the disciples to their old vocation as 
fishermen.284  
 
Although Jesus appeared to the twelve disciples in the previous chapter, 
here we find only seven disciples. In Luke 5:10, only Peter, and the sons of 
Zebedee, James and John, are mentioned. In John 1:2, important characters 
from the Gospel are mentioned, like Thomas and Nathanael. The reference to 
Zebedee appears only here in John’s gospel. This is an indication that it was 
taken over from Luke. A reference to ‘two other disciples’ is found in 
John 1:2, not appearing in Luke 5. So, we have seven disciples in total. 
Raymond Brown285 assumes that the number comes from the tradition 
which the redactors, active in John 21, had before them, which was 
independent from Luke. I don’t agree with this viewpoint, as it is not 
verifiable. It is safer to assume that Luke’s story was reworked. In my 
opinion, the number seven elevates the story to a symbolic level, and 
prepares the reader for the symbolic 153286 in 21:11. In Luke 5:5-7, there is 
also a miraculous catch, but the nets start to tear and they needed a second 
boat to haul in the fish. In John 21:6, 11, there were too many fish to haul it 
on board, and the nets did not tear. The redactor(s) of this story, rewrites 
Luke, and in its new form they emphasise the miraculous nature of the 
story, again lifting it to a symbolic level, that the Kingdom of God (the net) 
contains people (fish) of every sort and kind and not Jews only.287 
 
 
284 Haenchen 1984: 222. Lüdemann 2004: 156-157 speculates that Luke 5:1-11 might go 
back to a very old Easter story, being set in Galilee (see Mt 28:16, 18-20) and referring to 
missionary activity. This is possible, but, unfortunately, we have no textual evidence for 
this. There are various references to missionary activity in the Synoptics before the Easter 
narratives, e.g. Mk 1:17; Lk 10:1 and Mt 4:19; 10:5-17. 
285 Brown 1970: 1090-1091. 
286 The symbolism indicated by this number is not clear. See Haenchen 1984: 224 for 
various possible interpretations. What is clear, is that it indicates variety and magnitude. 
287 Brown 1970: 1095 talks of an ‘ecclesiastical and sacramental symbolism.’ See also 
Brown 1997: 361; Haenchen 1984:231. 
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The fact that the nets are thrown in response to a command by Jesus, and 
the failure of the disciples to catch anything during the night, resonate with 
Luke 5:4-11, and indicate that the redactor(s) in John 21 rewrote Luke 5.  
 
For the first time in John’s gospel, we find a very strong focus on Peter. He is 
the leader of the group who goes out to fish, followed by the rest (21:3). 
Although the Beloved Disciple first recognises Jesus (21:7), he reports to 
Peter as if to one of higher rank. It is Peter who jumps overboard to meet up 
with Jesus (21:7), and who is able to haul in the huge catch all by himself 
(21:11), completely overshadowing the others. I therefore agree that the 
function of this narrative is to restore the leadership of Peter, somewhat 
neglected in the preceding events.288 
 
This scene concludes with Jesus eating fish and bread with the disciples 
(21:13). It connects with Luke 24:30 and 24:42 where Jesus also shares food 
with his followers. The only difference here is that Jesus partially provides 
the food, and the disciples know beforehand that it is Jesus. Again, this 
reflects the experience of the believers at the time of writing, who meets 
Jesus in the meal of remembrance.289 
 
Since this little story is obviously a creative rewriting of the miraculous 
catch in Luke 5:1-11, with the intent of rehabilitating the figure of Peter, of 
emphasising missionary activity and success, as well as strengthening the 
idea that Jesus is met in the Eucharist, it lacks historical credibility.  
 
The ‘Risen One’ and Simon Peter (John 21:15-19) 
 
John is the sole gospel to narrate this scene, happening after the breakfast 
that Jesus had prepared. The purpose of the episode is very clearly to 
continue with the rehabilitation of Peter who, as we have seen, has been 
portrayed as being somewhat secondary to the Beloved Disciple. 
 
288 Helms 1997: 158-159; Brown 1970: 1088-1089; Haenchen 1984: 231. 




Furthermore, this scene has close intratextual connections to John 1:42, 
10:1-8; 13:36-38 and 18:17, 25-27. In the first of these, Jesus calls Simon 
the son of John and renames him as Cephas, that is Peter the Rock, 
indicating a strong position of leadership within the Christian movement. 
The second one (10:1-18) is Jesus’ parable about the sheep, and his 
statement that he lies down his life for his flock. In response to the three 
questions of Jesus to Simon Peter concerning his love and loyalty, and 
Peter’s affirmative answers, Jesus instructs him to ‘Feed my lambs’ (21:15), 
‘Tend my sheep’ (21:16) and ‘Feed my sheep’ (21:17). Peter is now required 
to take over the role of the Good Shepherd referred to in 10:1-18.290 
Furthermore, the shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep (10:18) is 
now applied to Peter (21:18-19), where Jesus predicts Peter’s martyrdom, 
and, probably, prepares the reader for similar experiences.  
 
In 18:17, 25-27 Peter denies Jesus three times. This is echoed in Jesus 
asking Peter three times about his love. Peter’s answers and commitment 
finally redeem him, as his standing within John’s narrative has been 
severely compromised by his original denial.291 Should the Gospel have 
ended with Chapter Twenty, Peter would have remained second to the 
Beloved Disciple in this Gospel. The story here creates a tension with 
Chapters 1-20. I regard the original Gospel as contained in Chapters 1-20 as 
the foundational myth of the Johannine community (one of the non-Jewish 
Christian communities). It functioned separately from other groupings 
within Christianity, of which Peter’s original grouping (Jewish Christianity) 
was one. Here, this separateness is softened, indicating that it is a later 
addition to the original Gospel.  
 
For these reasons, it is essential to view this episode as unhistorical.  
 
 
290 Brown 1997: 361. 
291 Lüdemann 2007: 128. 
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Simon Peter and the Beloved Disciple (John 21:20-24) 
 
The final scene of Chapter Twenty-One does not appear in any other gospel. 
It has various connections to what preceded. In 21:20, reference is made to 
13:23-26 where the Beloved Disciple is reclining close to Jesus. Jesus 
confided in him the identity of the betrayer. Peter has already been affirmed 
in the previous two sections by the redactor as the leader of the church. This 
section centres around 21:23a, which refers to a legend that the Beloved 
Disciple would not die until the return, the Parousia of Jesus.292 Evidently, 
this disciple, regarded as the main personality of the Johannine 
community,293 did die before the expected return of Jesus.294 Furthermore, 
the same tensions found in the previous sections, still remain. The Beloved 
Disciple was the one who laid at the breast of the Lord, asked who was going 
to betray Jesus (13:23-26a), stood at the cross, was first at the tomb (20:4), 
first to believe in the resurrection (20:8), and first to recognise Jesus (21:7). 
This theme, of rehabilitating Peter, continues in the sense that, from a 
position of authority, Peter asks Jesus what would become of the Beloved 
Disciple (21:21). The Beloved Disciple is then relegated to the status of being 
the witness who stands behind the Johannine tradition.295 The answer 
Jesus gives is ambiguous in the sense that it has nothing to do with Peter’s 
real mission if it is the will of Jesus that the Beloved Disciple is to remain 
alive until the Parousia.296 The redactor then undermines the interpretation 
that the Beloved Disciple is still alive,297 as he points out the ambiguity of 
Jesus’ statement.298  
 
 
292 Haenchen 1984:228. 
293 See, for example, Brown 1970: 1006. 
294 Haenchen 1984:228. 
295 Brown 1970: 1127-1128. 
296 Brown 1970: 1122. 
297 Rockwood 2009: 1400 shows that this enigmatic statement of Jesus led to the legend of 
the Wandering Jew in Christian lore. According to certain speculations, it was the apostle 
John who did not die. He was either wandering about on earth or perhaps ascended bodily 
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These motifs, then, of continuing the rehabilitation of Peter, and assigning a 
very special role to the Beloved Disciple as the author of the Gospel, indicate 
this scene as fictional and of negligible historical value. 
 
In conclusion: this chapter was added by a redactor to symbolically 
recognise the missionary success of the Early Church by comparing it to a 
successful fishing expedition. It also rehabilitates Peter as the leader of the 
early church, and assigns a special position to the Beloved Disciple as the 
author of the Gospel. Probably the redactor was a member of the Johannine 
community, who felt that the figure of the apostle Peter needed rehabilitation 




I have argued that the Gospel of John forms the foundational document for 
Johannine Christianity. These communities were distinct from Jewish 
Christianity as is evidenced in the figure of the Beloved Disciple who, 
opposing Simon Peter, is regarded as primary. The epilogue to the Gospel, 
John 21, was added later by one or more redactors with the aim of 
rehabilitating the figure of Simon Peter as the leader of Christianity, whilst 
indicating the Beloved Disciple as the trustworthy guardian of tradition. It 
also emphasises the missionary duty and success of the Christian 
movement.  
 
I have concluded that none of the passages analysed supplies any 
independent historical testimony to the appearances of the resurrected 
Jesus. My conclusion is based upon the understanding that the stories were 
reworked creatively from material found in especially the Gospel of Luke in 
order to address various issues in Johannine Christianity around the end of 
the first century CE. 
 
into heaven, or he had been buried in a state of suspended animation, his heart throbbing 
faintly, waiting for Jesus to return. 




The first issue was to place the figure of the Beloved Disciple in the centre, 
in opposition to that of Simon Peter, who was the leader of Jewish 
Christianity. The main figure to be emulated as the ideal believer, is the 
figure of the Beloved Disciple, who believed without empirical evidence.  
 
As a counterfoil to the Beloved Disciple, we find the figures of Mary and 
Thomas who doubted. The scenes involving them do not appear in the 
Synoptics, but were creatively rewritten on the basis of Luke 24:4, and 
Matthew 28:9-10.  
 
What happened to the group of women in Matthew and Luke is 
individualised and expanded in the figure of Mary. Similarly, the doubt of 
the disciples, referred to in Matthew 28:17 and Luke 24:38 is personified in 
the person of Thomas. He is given the name of Didymus to symbolically 
express the phenomenon of belief and doubt in Johannine Christianity. Both 
Mary and Thomas come to belief, as an example to doubters of a later age. 
Belief should be on the basis of especially verses from the Septuagint (the 
Scriptures) and not based upon empirical evidence (Jn 20:9).  
 
The missionary theme found in Luke 24:47-49, connected to a very 
pronounced pouring out of the Holy Spirit and the forgiveness of sins, is 
repeated here in Jesus’ first appearance to the disciples. However, the Holy 
Spirit is received very subtly through Jesus breathing on them. Johannine 
Christianity probably did not promote the ecstatic experiences associated 
with the Holy Spirit found in Acts 2, as well as 1 Corinthians 13.  
 
The appearance of Jesus to Mary, as well as the first two appearances to his 
disciples, also underpin a proto-Gnosticism of a saviour, pre-existing, 
coming from another realm, bringing light and knowledge, acting against an 
evil ‘father’ (the devil, father of the Jews), and returning to his original realm, 
in order to take his followers there later. The events of the crucifixion, 
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resurrection and departure of Jesus are part of the single process of 
glorification, necessary to ensure eternal life to his followers.  
 
The resurrection appearances also supply an aetiology for services of 
worship as they functioned at the time of writing in Johannine Christianity. 
These would typically involve the liturgical elements of a greeting, a reading 
from Scripture (implied in John 20:9), the receiving of the Holy Spirit in a 
silent gesture (20:22), confession of faith (20:28), forgiveness of sins (20:23), 
and the promise of eternal life (20:29). The epilogue, which was composed 
later, added the liturgical elements of experiencing the presence of Jesus in 
the sacred meal (21:12-13) and a call to missionary responsibility, 
symbolically implied in the miraculous catch (21:6-11), and Jesus’ 
instructions to Simon Peter (21:15-17).  
 
The narrative perspective of the epilogue is to rehabilitate the figure of Peter 
as the real leader of Christianity, as, probably, this was undermined by 
accounts of his denial. He is now presented as the successor of Jesus by 
assuming the role of the Good Shepherd. This accords with the earliest 
confessions that Jesus rose and appeared to Peter. The Beloved Disciple is 
now given the status of the guardian and author of Johannine tradition. It 
also explains why the Beloved Disciple had died, when he was expected to 
have lived until the return of Jesus. Furthermore, a missionary focus, 
under-emphasised in the previous chapters, is underscored, leading to 
various discrepancies: the disciples are no longer in Jerusalem, but at the 
Lake of Tiberias, and had returned to their old vocation as fishermen. 
Finally, the reader is prepared for the possibility of martyrdom (21:18-19).  
 
It is therefore judicious to conclude that the above accounts in the Gospel of 






I have established that Mark did not base his narrative of Jesus’ burial, the 
empty tomb, or the conversation the angel had with the women, on any 
reliable historical information. The figure of an angel places the story in the 
realm of mythos. He figures as a supernatural agent to connect the 
resurrection to various inaccurate interpretations of verses in the 
Septuagint. In essence, Mark gave narrative content to the creed he knew, 
namely that Jesus was resurrected according the scriptures, and appeared 
to Peter and the Twelve. His narrative perspective supports the idea that the 
Messiah had to die and be resurrected, current in the debate of his time 
about the status of Jesus.  
 
The women are imported as fictional characters, in order to supply a reason 
why the empty tomb was discovered: the went there to anoint the corpse, in 
line with Jewish tradition. Mark informs the reader that the women told 
nobody about what they have seen. He therefore supplies a reason why, 
more than thirty years after the crucifixion, he is the first one to tell the 
story. Mark’s scene is therefore fictional and has no historical basis 
whatsoever.  
 
Matthew is not independent from Mark. Therefore, he does not supply any 
independent historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus. He not only 
elaborates on Mark, but also rewrites part of Mark’s narrative. The women 
are not there to anoint the body, but to look at the grave. In Matthew’s 
context, the guards would have prevented them from entering the tomb. The 
angel descends from heaven after a mighty earthquake. The women, indeed, 
informs the disciples in accordance with the angel’s instructions. The guards 
requested by the Jews witness this. Matthew, therefore, supplies witnesses 





Matthew adds a second scene, of Jesus appearing to the women. The 
function is to strengthen the command given by the angel, that the disciples 
should meet him in Galilee. It also validates the resurrection of Jesus by 
indicating them as witnesses.  
 
There is an additional scene of the bribing of the guards by the Jewish 
authorities in Matthew. This was added to contradict claims that the body of 
the Jesus was stolen by the disciples. Matthew’s anti-Jewishness plays a 
role here. This information is clearly apologetic and not based upon any 
independent sources; it is fictional.  
 
Matthew also includes a scene where Jesus appears to the disciples in 
Galilee. They knelt before him, but some doubted. This is to explain why 
only some disciples carried on with the ministry, in other words, Peter and 
John, while the others disappeared from the scene of the early Christian 
movement. Matthew uses the last scene to make explicit that which Mark 
left implicit, namely that Jesus transferred his authority to the disciples and 
give them a missionary purpose. This scene is also fictional, as Matthew 
adapts Mark’s story through hindsight: in his time, there was much 
missionary activity.  
 
Matthew expands extensively on Mark’s story for apologetic and theological 
reasons, and is therefore completely fictional.  
 
Similarly, Luke is also dependent on Mark. He keeps the scene of the women 
discovering the empty tomb, but adds to it the scene of the travellers to 
Emmaus, refers to the appearance of Jesus to Peter, the appearance of 
Jesus to an extended group of believers, and the ascension. However, the 
location of the appearances now shifts from Galilee, implied in Mark, to 
Jerusalem.  
 
I have distinguished three perspectives which motivated Luke to change 
Mark’s story, and to create new fictions. The most important is the addition 
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of a missionary perspective, that the gospel needs to be spread from 
Jerusalem, to Judaea, to Samaria and to the ends of the earth. For this 
reason, Luke changes the name of Salome in Mark, to Joanna, which is 
connected to a non-Jewish official, called Chuza. There are also two angels, 
symbolically connected to Jesus’ mission. The travellers to Emmaus, the 
first witnesses of the resurrected Jesus, also stand outside the close circle of 
Jesus, proleptically referring to the expansion of the gospel outside of 
Jerusalem. The ascension scene explains the absence of Jesus and his 
delayed Parousia, in terms of a command by the resurrected Jesus that the 
gospel needs to be proclaimed to the farthest corners of the earth. Connected 
to the missionary perspective is the pouring out of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Luke’s second perspective is apologetic. Probably the resurrection of Jesus 
during his time was explained as that of a ghost. To counter this, Luke’s 
Jesus invites the disciples to touch his wounds, which indicates him as a 
divine figure. Furthermore, people probably asked where Jesus was. For this 
reason, he created an ascension scene, as well as describing the sacred meal 
as an experience of the presence of Jesus.  
 
Finally, Luke reads back elements of a typical worship service into the 
resurrection appearances. He refers to various scriptures (from Moses, the 
prophets and the psalms) which may have been read during these services, a 
confession of faith, repentance, forgiveness of sins, the pouring out of the 
Holy Spirit, the Eucharist, and a benediction. 
 
Luke, therefore, supplies no independent historical evidence for the 
resurrection.  
 
The Gospel of John contains the most extensive treatment of the empty tomb 
and resurrection appearances of Jesus. This gospel is not directly dependent 
on Mark, but exhibits close connections with Luke. In Chapter Twenty, Mary 
of Magdala discovers the empty tomb. She tells Peter and the Beloved 
Disciple. They race back to the tomb and finds it empty. The disciples 
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return, but Mary stands outside the tomb, encountering two angels as well 
as Jesus. Jesus then appears two times more to the disciples, the last one 
focused on the doubting Thomas. A redactor later added Chapter Twenty-
One, containing a third appearance of Jesus to his disciples, this time at the 
Sea of Tiberias.  
 
John typically favours individual characters instead of groups. He creatively 
reworked material found in especially the Gospel of Luke in order to address 
various issues in Johannine Christianity around the end of the first 
century CE. Functioning as a foundational document for these communities, 
the Gospel of John places the figure of the Beloved Disciple in the centre, as 
opposed to that of Simon Peter. He is the first one to reach the empty tomb, 
the first one to come to faith, and the one to be emulated as the ideal 
believer.  
 
As a counterfoil to the Beloved Disciple, we find the figures of Mary and 
Thomas who doubted. They are individuations of the doubt experienced by 
the women and the disciples in especially Luke.  
 
John’s second angle is, like Luke, to provide an aetiology for services of 
worship in his own time, being the liturgical elements of a greeting, a 
reading from the Septuagint, the receiving of the Holy Spirit in a silent 
gesture, a macarism, confession of faith, forgiveness of sins, and the promise 
of eternal life. The liturgy developed around the issue of the resurrection and 
was designed to prevent doubt.  
 
Thirdly, John’s resurrection narratives also underpin a unique theology, 
which I call proto-Gnosticism. A pre-existing saviour comes down from 
heaven with knowledge which gives his followers eternal life, and is then 
glorified through a crucifixion, death, and resurrection. His absence is used 




The narrative perspective of the epilogue is somewhat different. It 
rehabilitates the figure of Peter as the real leader of Christianity, succeeding 
Jesus as the Good Shepherd. The Beloved Disciple is now given the status of 
the guardian and author of Johannine tradition. It also explains why the 
Beloved Disciple had died, when he was expected to have lived until the 
return of Jesus. Furthermore, a missionary focus, absent in the previous 
chapters, is emphasised. The reader is also prepared for the possibility of 
martyrdom.  
 
It is therefore not possible to regard this extended narrative of the Gospel of 
John as adding any independent evidence for the historicity of Jesus’ 
resurrection. It is closer to being a novel than history.  
 
Starting with the oldest Gospel, Mark, followed by ever more extended 
accounts of the empty tomb and resurrection appearances, as a whole, the 
Gospels are totally unreliable as evidence for Jesus’ resurrection. Mark’s 
purpose to provide narrative content to the earliest confession, was the 
impetus for this growing tradition.  
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A violent earthquake 
occurred. Soldiers passed 
out. An angel descended 
and rolled the stone 
away. Nobody walked 
out. 
Found the stone rolled 
away. 
Mary saw the stone rolled 
away and ran to tell 
Simon Peter and the 
Beloved Disciple. The two 


















A young man (angel) 
sitting inside on the right-
hand. 
An angel sitting outside 
on the stone. 
Two men (angels) 
suddenly appeared 
inside. 
The two disciples did not 
meet the angels. Mary, 
standing outside, saw two 
angels, inside the tomb, 
one at the head and one 













) Interprets the empty 
tomb as a sign of Jesus’ 
resurrection. Instructs 
the women to tell the 
disciples to meet up with 
Jesus in Galilee as the 
had told them. 
Interprets the empty tomb 
as a sign of Jesus’ 
resurrection. Instructs the 
women to tell the 
disciples to meet up with 
Jesus in Galilee as the 
had told them. 
Interprets the scene. 
Reproach the women for 
searching among the 
dead for one who is 
alive, and remind them 
more explicitly of Jesus’ 
predictions while in 
Galilee.  
Ask Mary why she is 
weeping. She replies that 


















Mark states explicitly that 
the women did not report 
to the disciples what they 
have seen and heard, as 
they were afraid 
They reported to the 
disciples with joy that 
Jesus had appeared to 
them, instructing them to 
meet Jesus in Galilee as 
the angel and Jesus told 
them. 
They reported the empty 
tomb, and their 
conversation with the two 
angels, to the disciples 
and others. 
 
It is not narrated whether 
Mary told anybody about 


























N/a The eleven made their 
way to the mountain in 
Galilee as they were told. 
The disciples and the 
others did not believe 
them (although Peter ran 



















N/a To whom: 




They clasped his feet and 












Jesus’ words and actions: 
Instructed them not to be 
afraid and to tell the 
disciples to meet him in 
Galilee 
To whom: 
Two followers of Jesus 
on the road to Emmaus. 
 
Their reaction: 
They did not recognise 
him at first, while 
discussing the events 
around Jesus’ death and 
their disappointment.  
Jesus explained the 
Scriptures to them as 
predictions of his death 
and resurrection.  
At dinner they 
recognised him, after 
which he vanished. 
 
Jesus’ words and 
actions: 
Whilst on the road, he 
explained that the 
Messiah had to suffer, 
starting from Moses and 






She did not recognise 
him, at first thinking he 
was the gardener. 
Recognising him, she 









Jesus’ words and actions: 
He instructed her not to 
cling to him, as he had 
not ascended yet.  
He instructed her to go to 
his brothers and tell them 
that he was ascending to 
their Father and his 


















N/a To whom: 






When they saw him, they 
knelt and worshipped 
him. Some doubted 
 
Jesus’ words and actions: 
He declares his divine 
authority. 
He gives them the 
missionary command 
(baptism, teaching his 
commands). 
He promises to be with 
them to the end of time.  
To whom: 
Simon (information given 
to the two travellers to 












Disciples except Thomas, 









Jesus’ words and actions: 
Greeted them, and 
showed them his hands 
and side. 
Informs them that he is 
sending them, just like he 
was sent by the Father. 
He breathed on them and 
they received the Holy 
Spirit. 


















N/a N/a To whom: 
The Eleven and the rest 




Startled and terrified as if 
they have seen a ghost. 
 
Jesus’ words and 
actions: 
Asked them why they 
doubted? 
Showed them his hands, 
and feet. Asked them to 
touch it, proving his was 
not a ghost. 
He asked for something 
to eat. 
He refers to the 
Scriptures from Moses, 
the Psalms and the 
Prophets as predictions 
of the suffering, death 
and resurrection of the 
Messiah on the third day. 
 
To whom: 
The Eleven including 
Thomas. 




Jesus as Lord and God 
 
Jesus’ words and actions 
Asked Thomas to reach 
his finger to Jesus’ hand 
and to his side. Told him 
to believe. 
Macarism: those who 
believe without having 








N/a N/a (possibly implied) When:  
In Luke: Same day 
In Acts: 40 days later 
 
Where: 
In Luke: In Bethany 
In Acts: Mount of Olives 
Jesus speaks about his 
ascension to heaven on 
the same day as the 
resurrection; it is not 
described as a specific 










In this chapter, I will summarise the conclusions of my research, under the 
rubrics of the Problem Statement and Method, World Vision and Socio-
Religious Context, Different Narrative Perspectives, and Closing Words.  
 
Problem Statement and Method 
 
In this dissertation, I investigated the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus, 
as described in the New Testament. Scholarship shows two opposing 
viewpoints. On the one hand, it is concluded that the corpse of Jesus after 
his death on the cross was really resuscitated. On the other hand, it is 
assumed that the resurrection narratives are fictionalised accounts created 
after the fact of Jesus’ crucifixion. I explored the following texts according to 
the dates of their composition:  
 
a) 1 Thessalonians 4:14 (52 CE);  
b) 1 Corinthians 15:3-8 (55 CE);  
c) Romans 4:25 (late 50 CE);  
d) Philippians 1:15 (62 CE);  
e) Mark 15:40-47; 16:1-8; 8:31; 9:31; 10:32,34 (c. 70 CE);  
f) Matthew 27:55-66; 28:1-20 (late 80 CE);  
g) Luke 23:49-56; 24:1-53 read with Acts 1:1-11 (early 90 CE);  
h) John 19:38-42; 20:1-31; 21:1-25 (late 90 CE). 
 
None of these accounts are first-hand, but every single one is based on 
hearsay. The method used was to date the accounts, to identify earlier strata 
in the various accounts (usually in the form of creedal formulae), to compare 
the accounts in order to establish their dependence or independence on each 
other, to give an account of the perspective of the narrator, and to firmly 
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situate the evidence in its ideological context, that is, the world vision of the 
authors and the recipients of their texts.  
 
World Vision and Socio-Religious Context 
 
With regard to the world vision and socio-religious context of the authors 
and readers, I gained some fascinating insights. At the heart of it lies an 
elemental dualism, a belief that this world of ours is explainable in terms of 
an interaction with agents from a supernatural reality, situated above the 
clouds, and known as heaven, or those from the underworld. This dualism 
extends to human bodies too. Apart from our material body that is born, 
grow old, and die, there is an immortal residue, referred to in our narratives 
as ghosts. Ghosts do not eat and cannot be touched. They are shadows. 
There are also supernatural bodies which may appear as visible entities 
amongst humans, who consume food, who are tangible, and who are able to 
pass through locked doors, and disappear just as suddenly. Our material 
bodies are connected to this world, while ghosts are situated in the 
underworld, and divine beings in the heavenly realm. Ghosts and divine 
beings are able to appear to ordinary human beings and interact with them.  
 
Fundamental to this vision of the world, is the belief that a supernatural 
agent, God, does exist, gives revelations to certain human beings, and 
determine the course of history according to predictions given in the 
Scriptures (the Greek version of Septuagint). The line between a real event 
and one supposedly predicted are fuzzy and mostly non-existent. I have 
indicated that Paul claimed to have received knowledge about the 
resurrection as a direct revelation from God, that is, insights he gained from 
reading the Scriptures and interpreting them Christologically. 
 
On the basis of certain texts in the Septuagint, Judaism constructed the 
figure of a Messiah, the Anointed One, Christos in Greek. During the time of 
Jesus, it was believed that a male person from the ancestry of David would 
arise. He would defeat the Roman Empire and inaugurate the rule of God 
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over all nations. Jesus believed this too, and probably expected himself to be 
the ruler of this new kingdom. His followers had the same expectation. After 
the crucifixion of Jesus, he was still regarded as the Messiah. Those who 
believed this, initially worshipped together with those who did not.  
 
The problem was, of course, how Jesus, according to Deuteronomy 21:22 
cursed because he was crucified, and dead, could be the Messiah. The early 
Christians found the answer by scouring the Septuagint. In every single 
narrative I analysed, the death and resurrection of Jesus is described as 
being in accordance with the Scriptures. From Isaiah 53, it was deduced 
that the Messiah had to suffer, die and be buried. Paul interpreted this as 
substitutionary atonement. On the basis of Hosea 6:2, it was believed that 
he had to remain in the grave for three days before being resurrected. This 
supplied the basis for the earliest creed that can be reconstructed from 
1 Corinthians 15: ‘Jesus died and was buried according to the Scriptures, 
and rose on the third day according to the Scriptures.’ This creedal formula 
formed the basis for the arguments and narratives which followed.  
 
From his Pharisaic background, Paul took over the expectation of a general 
resurrection. This belief originated in the realm of the theological question of 
the theodicy, God’s justice. People who suffered and died unjustly and those 
who got away with evil, would receive their deserts in a general resurrection 
when judgement would be pronounced. Paul connected this belief to the 
expected Parousia of Jesus. Pagans in general did not share this belief.  
 
However, myths of a dying and rising saviour abounded in the Roman 
Empire. This provided fertile ground for proclaiming Jesus as such a figure. 
Empirical evidence was not required in a context of religious syncretism. 




Different Narrative Perspectives  
 
Worship on a Sunday 
 
Of course, highly emotional, divisive and even violent debates between Jews 
who regarded Jesus as the Messiah, and those who did not, followed. The 
Emperor Claudius, in the forties or early fifties CE banned Jewish leaders 
from Rome, and forbid them to worship on the Sabbath, according to 
Suetonius and Cassius Dio. This unrest was probably an expression of the 
tensions existing between the proto-Christians and traditional Jews.  
 
I agree with the hypothesis that the Christians then started to meet on the 
day after the Sabbath, the dies solis, the day of the sun. Worshippers of 
Mithras gathered together on Sundays. The cult was based upon the rising 
sun which goes down, but always rises again. In time, Sunday would be 
named in Greek Kyriake, the Lord’s Day. The practice became widespread all 
over the Roman Empire due to the early creed of Jesus rising on the third 
day, associated with the day of the rising sun. One of the functions of the 
myth of the risen Jesus, was therefore to supply an aetiology for Sunday 
worship.  
 
This would explain why Mark had Jesus crucified and entombed late on a 
Friday, in order to have an intervening Sabbath, before a group of women 
discovered the tomb empty on the Sunday morning.  
 
The Gospel accounts of Luke and John expanded on this notion. They read 
back the liturgical elements of a service of worship into the appearances of 
Jesus. For Luke, it would include a greeting, a recitation of an early 
confession, ‘the Lord has risen and appeared to Simon’, an exposition of 
texts predicting the Messiah, a celebration of the Eucharist (‘meeting Jesus’), 
a reminder of the missionary command, a pronouncement of the forgiveness 
of sins, and a benediction. John, probably concentrating on an induction 
service for new converts, exhibit the elements of a greeting, readings from 
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Scripture, a Christological exposition, the granting of the forgiveness of sins, 
the non-ecstatic receipt of the Holy Spirit, the Eucharist, a creedal formula, 
a macarism, and a benediction.  
 
The Sunday liturgies were specifically designed to undermine a reasoned 
discussion of the resurrection, and to in-doctrin-ate. The success of this 
approach is experienced even today in the unwillingness of theologians to 
scientifically research the resurrection of Jesus. There are denominations 





The functioning of the creed within the context of external and internal 
power struggles also exerts a strong influence to create fictions supporting 
the author’s perspective.  
 
A bias against Jews who opposed the notion of Jesus as the Messiah, is 
evidenced in the way that Matthew and John tell their stories. Matthew 
states that the Jews had guards posted at the tomb. They also bribe these 
guards afterwards to lie about the resurrection. Matthew also denies that 
Joseph of Arimathea was a member of the Jewish Council—no good can 
come from the Jews! John refers to fear of the Jews exhibited by the Twelve, 
and sets their ‘father’ apart from the father of the Jews, who is the devil.  
 
The church in Jerusalem had Peter and John as their leaders, together with 
James, the brother of Jesus, who had not been a disciple. This is why the 
creedal formula was expanded to ‘Jesus died and was buried, according to 
the Scriptures, and appeared to Peter, to the Twelve, and later to James as 
well’ (see 1 Corinthians 15:3-8). A vision of Jesus came to be associated with 
apostolic authority. To defend his own, Paul included himself as one of those 
who experienced a vision of the resurrected Christ. I argued that Paul meant 
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to refer to the appearances as subjective experiences, as visions, and not as 
objective.  
 
Whether the fiction expressed in the earliest creeds was created, or based 
upon the typical visions of deceased love ones, is open to debate. I have 
argued that Paul was subject to visionary experiences. Whether Peter may 
have had one as well, is probable, as his name appears in the earliest creeds 
found in both the writings of Paul, and the Gospels. It is also possible that, 
as nobody else had these visions, that the leaders in the various Christian 
communities used the creed to support their own positions of power.  
 
Another power struggle, which clearly affected a rewriting of material, is 
found in the resurrection narratives of the Gospel of John. Here we find a 
subtle undermining of the position of Peter in favour of the Beloved Disciple. 
He rests on the bosom of Jesus at the Last Supper, asks Jesus about the 
identity of the traitor, arrive before Peter at the tomb, and is the first to 
believe in Jesus’ resurrection without evidence. I have showed that the final 
chapter of John was added to restore Peter to his primary position of 
leadership according to tradition and to relegate the Beloved Disciple as the 
guarantor of Johannine tradition.  
 
Resurrection narratives and missionary commands 
 
As Christianity continued to grow in numbers, the aspect of missionary 
activity was also read back into the resurrection narratives, particularly in 
Matthew, Luke and John’s final chapter. Luke supplies two accounts of the 
ascension of Jesus: at the end of the Gospel, and at the beginning of Acts. It 
differs substantially from one another. In Luke the ascension happened on 
the day of the resurrection, and it Acts forty days later—symbolic of a time of 
preparation. This demonstrates how, for an author like Luke, facts became 







The resurrection narrative is also retold in the context of theological 
disputes. In 1 Thessalonians as well as 1 Corinthians, Paul argued against 
people who denied the general resurrection, which Paul told them would 
happen in their own time. When some of them died, they started to doubt 
this doctrine. Paul answers the questions of the Thessalonians by creating a 
new myth, that of a first resurrection. 
 
In 1 Corinthians 15, departing from Jesus’ resurrection and using the simile 
of the first fruits, Paul ‘proved’ that a general resurrection would follow that 
of Jesus. His reference to the five-hundred witnesses to whom Jesus 
appeared, should be understood in this context. Even though some of them 
had died already, it does not imply that a general resurrection would not 
take place. Therefore, the fundamentalist argument that Paul’s statement 
could be fact-checked if untrue, is erroneous. The list has nothing to do with 
supplying evidence by listing witnesses. Paul does not supply a single name.  
 
The expectation of a general resurrection should also motivate people to live 
moral lives. Furthermore, he interpreted the suffering and resurrection of 
Jesus in terms of Isaiah 53, as the substitutionary atonement of sin.  
 
As the expectation of a speedy Parousia faded into the background, the 
resurrection narratives were used to frame it anew. According to Luke, it 
would happen after the gospel had been spread to the ends of the earth. 
John viewed Jesus in a proto-gnostic framework. He is portrayed as a pre-
existing saviour who came from heaven, supplied people with new knowledge 
empowering them to gain eternal life. After his mission had been 
accomplished, he was glorified by being raised onto the cross, raised from 
the dead, and then returned back to heaven to prepare a place for the 






I have also found that fictions were created in the context of propaganda. 
Questions were raised about why not all the disciples became active in the 
early Christian communities. Mark answered this question with his 
perspective of the Messianic secret. He also gives narrative content to the 
creed, in order to render the events referred to in the earliest creeds, more 
concrete. An angel reminds the women of the words of Jesus. Mark’s version 
of the events surrounding the crucifixion and resurrection is fictional, as it 
is based upon the evidence of a supernatural agent; it is mythos. Jesus 
would not have been crucified on a Friday; he would not have died within a 
few hours; his body would not have been released for burial; his disciples 
had fled; and the possibility of a sympathiser from the Jewish Council, an 
unknown man called Joseph of Arimathea, an unknown town, is negligible. 
In all probability, Jesus was crucified some time during the Passover 
festival, and buried at an unknown place in a shallow grave. This conforms 
to Roman practices surrounding a crucifixion.  
 
Mark probably got the idea of a tomb from Isaiah 53:9, and put the 
crucifixion and death of Jesus on a late Friday afternoon. Because of the 
Jewish Sabbath starting at sunset, there was no time to anoint the body. 
After the disciples had fled back to Galilee, only the women were left to look 
at the crucifixion from a distance, and to see where Joseph took the body. 
Respecting the Sabbath, they had to wait for the third day to anoint the body 
which was, in Mediterranean culture, primarily assigned to women. Finding 
the grave empty, it was interpreted as a sign for them by an angel that God 
has resurrected Jesus, referring to the Scriptures. The women do not tell 
anybody else about what they have seen, explaining why Mark is the first 
one to write about it.  
 
The argument that a forger would not have made women the first witnesses 
to the empty tomb, thus is shown to be invalid. Mark had no other option 
but to have the women close to Jesus discovering the empty tomb, as Jesus’ 
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disciples had fled. Mark implies that Jesus appeared to Peter and the Twelve 
in Galilee. 
 
Matthew, writing in the eighties CE, acknowledges apostolic doubt, as some 
of the disciples doubted, even though seeing Jesus. This would explain why 
not all the disciples became active apostles. Furthermore, he explained a 
criticism current in his time that the body was stolen from the empty tomb. 
The tomb, by then, became part of the legend. John individualises apostolic 
doubt in the persons of Thomas and Mary of Magdala, while introducing a 




Scholars who defend the historicity of the resurrection base their arguments 
on fundamental fallacies. They assume that the mentality of the Biblical 
authors and readers are similar to those of modern people. We just need to 
think of the three-storeyed world vision, the supposed movement of beings 
between these realms, and the view of history as determined by God, to 
understand that this proposition is untenable. They ignore narrative 
perspective, which led to the creation of expanded stories especially in the 
Gospels, which cannot be harmonised. They ignore the incompatible 
differences between the various accounts. They ignore the incorrect exegesis 
of texts from the Septuagint which supposedly predict the suffering and 
resurrection of Jesus. They are also unaware that fictions were created on 
the basis of these texts in order to read history back into events which 
happened decades earlier. They argue erroneously that Paul wrote 
1 Corinthians 15 in order to expose the misconception of not believing in the 
resurrection of Jesus, by supplying evidence. It should be clear that Paul, 
like in 1 Thessalonians, is reacting to doubts with regard to the notion of a 
general resurrection. They also read the accounts selectively. Is it really true 
that Jesus received all power in heaven and on earth as is stated in Matthew 




My conclusion, therefore, is that the resurrection of Jesus is a fiction which 
was produced from certain sections on the Septuagint to prove that Jesus 
was the Messiah, that he was required to suffer, and to rise on the third day. 
These creedal formulae and narratives formed part of early power struggles 
not only between Judaism and a fledgling Christianity, but also between 
different Christian factions, minimally that of Paul, that of Peter, James and 
John in Jerusalem, and the Johannine communities. At a deeper level, the 
narratives were produced by a world-vision, based upon an ingrained 
dualism, and an experience of reality completely different from our own. The 
narratives have all the characteristics of a foundational myth, supplying an 
aetiology for typical Christian practices of mission, of services of worship, a 
Christian morality, and consolation in the light of suffering and death. The 
only thing we can know with reasonable certainty, is that there was a man 
called Jesus, who was crucified around the time of the Passover festival, was 
buried in a shallow grave, and whose body was never found. Yet, his 
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